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Foreword



I am an animal lover…from the magnificent wildlife of my native South Africa to the dogs and cats that have been my household companions over the years. They enrich my life and make me happy. Like most people who have pets, I love to be able to see them run around and play, enjoying the protected life that I am able to provide for them.

Part of giving my pets a good life includes being able to provide training, especially when there is a serious behavior issue, they have trouble learning the rules of the house, or they have to learn how to get along with the other four-footed family members. I often turn to Best Friends for help and guidance, so I’m really pleased that this book of dog-training tips from Best Friends Dogtown is now available to everyone.

Best Friends shares my love and respect for the animals, and I know you will find their gentle, patient approach to training helpful in building a loving relationship with your dog. And please, be sure to adopt your next pet from a local shelter or rescue organization.

—Charlize Theron
 Actress and Best Friends Member








Introduction



The relationship between humans and dogs is nothing new. To date, the best evidence suggests that we share a relationship going back at least 14,000 years. No one knows how it all started—whether we chose human-tolerant wolves to assist us with hunting and protection or if those wolves actually decided to live with us for food and the other perks humanity provided. However the relationship developed, we are now stuck with each other. The dogs that we live with today are hardwired by millennia of purposeful breeding for a relationship with people, and who’s to say that humanity’s wiring to desire a relationship with dog has not been affected by our partnership with these remarkable creatures. Being guided by our shared instincts and common history brings us together into the most successful, unique interspecies relationship on the planet. And our relationships can only get better by further adapting how we relate to dogs in a way that respects their intelligence, their individuality, and their desire for our companionship.

Dogtown is one of the primary animal care areas at Best Friends Animal Sanctuary, the home of Best Friends Animal Society. As the name implies, Best Friends believes that the animals in our care and in our home are our friends. They are not captives, slaves, or enemies that need to be forced into compliance. Neither are they animated toys that only need to be programmed. They are intelligent beings with a full range of interests, emotions, needs, and sometimes an unknown personal history. In short—they have lives of their own. Dog training at Best Friends, or should I say “dog education,” begins with a respect for the long history that we share and the understanding that every dog is an individual, just like you and me. Consider this: Teaching a happy, well-nurtured puppy is very different from teaching a dog that has been abused which is different from teaching a dog that has learned to manage his life and environment in ways that are just not appropriate for hanging out with or living with people. Living with each of these dogs and giving him the best life possible requires a different strategy for each one. You’ll need to discard any previous assumptions and get to know the dog as an individual in order to build a strong, trust-based relationship between the two of you.

At Dogtown, the philosophy and ethics of Best Friends Animal Society is apparent in the methodology that our amazing staff applies to teaching the dogs in our care. We show dogs how to succeed in the lives that are awaiting them when they leave the sanctuary and are adopted into loving new homes through an approach called Relationship-Based Training. As the name implies, it’s not about coercion or force, it’s about building a friendship, one that works for both parties involved. Just like any other relationship it involves an exchange of information and a consistent “language” that allows mutual comfort and trust to grow.

You want a successful relationship with your dog, but your dog needs a successful relationship with you. The guidelines, insights, and tips contained in this book have been proven over years of working with dogs of all ages and with almost every imaginable prior experience including the trauma of Hurricane Katrina, the abuses of dogfighting rings, the shock of war, or the simple dislocation resulting from economic hardship. Dog Tips from Dogtown will help you and your dog to get the most out of your relationship and to become truly, best friends.

—Francis Battista
 Co-founder, Best Friends Animal Society
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When thinking about adopting, consider how different dogs can be from each other, like this group of diverse dogs hanging out with trainer Whitney Jones.


 


1

Know Yourself



Sometimes you adopt a dog. Sometimes a dog seems to adopt you. Sometimes you both just know: It’s mutual, an interspecies love at first sight.

In any case, your choice to share your life with a dog will bring dramatic changes, both emotional and practical. You will take on the greatest responsibility you can imagine, short of caring for another human being. You will experience higher highs and lower lows. You may learn the true meaning of unconditional love.

For these reasons, adopting a dog should not be done lightly.

Take the love affair between a long-haired mutt named Dundee Boy and a couple—Yvette and Francisco—from just outside Chicago. They had supported animal rescue operations before becoming members of Best Friends Animal Society, the nation’s largest sanctuary for homeless animals. In May 2006, Yvette and Francisco decided to take a service vacation to the society’s 3,700-acre sanctuary in the majestic red rock country of Kanab, Utah. Before they left, the couple made a vow not to adopt any animals. Their condominium just didn’t have room for a family expansion.

But life has a habit of surprising you when you think you’re most prepared.

Best Friends encourages volunteers to have sleepovers with dogs awaiting adoption. Visitors can stay overnight with a dog in one of the many cabins and cottages on the Best Friends sanctuary grounds, or at one of the hotels in nearby Kanab that accommodates pets. The sleepover provides an opportunity for dogs to learn socialization skills and enjoy human companionship. For the volunteers, a sleepover provides relaxation and fun with a needy dog. Many potential adopters use the time as a “test-drive” to see the dog in a homelike environment away from a shelter. Yvette and Francisco planned to take a dog for a sleepover, always reminding themselves they had no plans to adopt.

Then they met Dundee Boy. He had come to Dogtown, Best Friends’ home for cast-off canines, from the San Francisco Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. He had guarding issues, reacting with too much aggression around food, and wasn’t a candidate for a quick adoption. For most of his life, the big black, brown, and white long-haired dog with expressive eyes and a half curl to his lip had been waiting to find what Best Friends calls a “forever home.” When Yvette and Francisco saw him, he had just been taken off the “no sleepovers” list. Dundee Boy’s behavior had improved enough to earn him approval to go on sleepovers with adults, and the couple chose to spend an evening with him. A caregiver counseled the couple to watch for Dundee Boy’s food aggression, but added that the dog was one of Best Friends’ “neediest cases.”

The couple took Dundee Boy on hikes in the dry canyons and sand dunes of southern Utah. They fed him treats and combed his wild hair. He responded with unbridled affection. When it came time to go back to Chicago, they left with heavy hearts. They missed Dundee Boy.

Yvette and Francisco knew they would have to forsake their oath and adopt Dundee Boy. But how? Their condominium banned dogs of more than 40 pounds, and Dundee Boy packed considerably more heft. The staff at Best Friends joked that Yvette and Francisco ought to take the dog home and plead ignorance of the rule, or say they thought it applied to dogs of 40 kilograms instead of pounds. However, Yvette served on the condo’s governing board, so that wouldn’t work.

In reality, Best Friends caregivers would never send a dog to a place where the rules would make him an outlaw. Their joking merely aimed to relieve the tension of the couple’s dilemma: They couldn’t live with Dundee Boy, and they couldn’t live without him. The situation called for a creative decision. So Yvette and Francisco made a bold move. They left their condo and moved into a spacious house. Then they adopted Dundee Boy and brought him home.

“And Dundee Boy is still there, in that home, and doing great,” says Tamara Dormer, a certified dog trainer at Best Friends. “A lot of potential owners would give up, but they are totally committed to him. They adore him.”

Many people who come to Dogtown love dogs and have made a choice to adopt those whom others have deemed unadoptable. Dogtown works hard to rehabilitate dogs, restoring their health, assessing and working on any behavioral challenges, and engaging their minds through play and exercise. Dundee Boy’s experience shows how, even when a potential family falls in love with a dog, common sense and reason must be a part of bringing that dog into your life: For Francisco and Yvette, their self-evaluation led to a need for a new home. Going through the proper steps, with careful consideration of yourself, your home, your family, and the dog you might want to adopt, raises the probability of successful adoption.

Getting the right dog ought to start with you making a candid self-assessment. You should examine your lifestyle, your income, and your home. You should assess why you want a dog and what you are willing to invest into the relationship. Like users of a dating service, you also need to check out your potential partners. What are you looking for in a dog? How might dogs of different ages, sizes, and energy levels fit the profiles you have constructed? Finally, are you really ready to make a lifelong commitment?

Lessons From Dog University

Best Friends Animal Society is a great place to begin understanding dogs and their relationships with people. Since its founding in the early 1980s, Best Friends has devoted itself to the idea that kindness to animals creates a better world. At Best Friends, as many as 1,700 animals, including several hundred dogs, receive care and attention at a time. Animals arrive at Best Friends from many different places and circumstances, including shelters and rescue groups, often just days before they may have been scheduled to be put to death. Typically, they have special behavioral or physical needs that have overwhelmed their previous caregivers or defied solutions. Best Friends offers a last chance at redemption. Best Friends does not euthanize any animal except to relieve pain and illness. It promotes adoption as a key tool to end euthanasia of unwanted pets, which claims approximately four million to five million pets a year in America.

When animals come to Best Friends, staff members and volunteers work with them to get them ready for adoption. Veterinarians treat any wounds and diseases; caregivers and volunteers provide food, water, exercise, and a safe, clean place to live; and trainers encourage the healthy habits of well-socialized animals and try to resolve any behavioral problems that might interfere with a successful adoption. All provide the love and understanding that every dog needs. With patience and love, dogs labeled elsewhere—sometimes incorrectly—as incorrigibly shy, violent, or vicious work toward becoming good citizens of Dogtown and on their way to adoption. Aggressive animals learn tolerance. Undersocialized animals, such as those raised in puppy mills, gain confidence. Dogs trained to kill other dogs in the ring for sport can improve their social skills and learn to tolerate other dogs. Even many of the dogs seized from NFL quarterback Michael Vick’s dogfighting ring in Virginia have rebounded and are living well-adjusted lives at Best Friends and in their new adoptive homes. Any dogs unable to be adopted are able to live out the remainder of their lives in a nurturing environment—perhaps the first they have ever known.

Through its work at the Utah sanctuary and a nationwide network of friends and supporters, Best Friends rehabilitates thousands of dogs every year. The staff and volunteers learn the most positive, effective dog-training techniques and then apply them to their charges. This combination of academic smarts and practical experience, applied day after day to hundreds of dogs, makes Best Friends a sort of university of all things dog-related. In choosing, evaluating, and training dogs, this team of experts knows what makes an adoption work well. It starts with knowing yourself.

Knowing What You Want

Ask yourself some probing questions before you adopt a dog. What are you looking for? A couch companion? An active playmate? A pet for your family?


Best Friends requires potential adopters to complete a dog application questionnaire (available on its website as well as at the facility) so they’ll think deeply about such issues. It asks for everything from makeup of the household to the applicant’s history of having pets to something as fine-tuned as whether the applicant has a swimming pool. Adoptions don’t necessarily hinge on the answers. The application is only a starting point. A follow-up interview provides an opportunity to elaborate. The questions in both the questionnaire and interview cover three main topics: the applicant, the dog, and things that might enhance or harm their relationship.

The most common reason for dog adoption is to gain a new member of the family. You may feel as if there’s a missing piece in the puzzle of your life, a hole that you think only a dog can fill. That’s an excellent reason to adopt, as long as you’re willing to make a lifetime commitment to your pet and not return her when some other puzzle piece comes along that looks even better.

“I think it’s wrong to say that emotional attachment is a poor reason to adopt a pet,” Best Friends certified dog trainer Whitney Jones says. “That’s why I get my dogs. But don’t get a dog just so the kids can have a playmate or you can have a jogging partner. You should be emotionally involved as well. The agenda you have in mind may not work out. You may get someone else who jogs with you, and there goes your jogging partner.” Or your children may lose interest and neglect the family dog. Or you may not stick to your jogging goals, New Year’s resolutions being so easily broken. You should consider whether you can commit to a lifelong relationship regardless of how your life changes.

It is not a good idea to adopt a dog as a trial run for having a baby. Dogs and children have different needs and different bonds with adults. However, a dog’s behavior strikes many of the same emotional and psychological chords as parenthood. A dog is inquisitive, playful, needy, dependent, and loving. He requires structure and stimulation. From puppyhood to old age, his actions may seem to mirror those of a permanently four-year-old human, alternating between some behavior that tests the limits of adult patience and other behavior that radiates pure love.

To adopt a dog, you must have a modicum of patience and a temper that’s under control. Dogs make mistakes. Responding to a mess on the carpet or a chewed-up book demands a measured response and some calm analysis of why the problem occurred. Getting angry and yelling only make the problem worse in the long run by sowing the seeds of distrust and fear in the relationship. However, it’s possible to learn greater patience as you work with your dog. Like a muscle, patience grows stronger when exercised.

Adopting a dog can change a person. “I have seen people change their personality completely, or things they may love, just because of their dog,” Tamara says. “I see people who started out just wanting a dog. And when I go to visit them, their whole life has changed. Now they’re friends with people at the dog park. They may never have gone hiking; now they’re doing that so their dogs can get exercise.” When Tamara adopted her own dog, Buck, a yellow Lab, it completely changed her life. She had been living a somewhat circumscribed life in a North Carolina city. Buck got her outdoors more, meeting people, enjoying training, and eventually into her career as a dog trainer.

But change doesn’t always happen. It’s good for adopters to consider their personalities and their lifestyles to help them pick the right dog. If they have plenty of free time and enjoy exercising in the fresh air, they might choose a dog that needs lots of stimulation. Those with a quieter lifestyle, or who have few free hours at home, would do better with a dog that doesn’t require so much activity. To assess the time you can devote to a dog, chart your activities each day, marking the time you spend on work, chores, study, and so on. If you have little free time, you may be doing a dog a favor by choosing not to adopt.

If you’ve recently lost a pet and are searching for a new one, it’s best not to try to replace the companion you’ve lost. Sometimes, the staff at Best Friends will get a special request for a dog just like one who has recently passed away. “We don’t say no,” Tamara says, “but we stay alert if they say something like, ‘This looks exactly like my dog I just lost.’ That dog will not be just like the one you lost. He most likely will have a completely different personality.” Every dog is an individual, even in the same breed, and looking for an old pet in a new dog can lead to great disappointment on both sides of the relationship.

Who Else Is Around the House?

Assess your family, too. When a household consists of two people, both should endorse the adoption without reservation. Both will need to be involved in training the dog for her to learn to behave properly in a variety of places and for more than one person. Both also should commit to feeding, grooming, and cleaning up the messes. Otherwise, one partner often will end up resenting the dog or the other partner—or both.

If you have children, their maturity and lifestyle may be important. Some dogs aren’t good with young children, and some children are just too young to take on responsibility for another life. If children aren’t emotionally and mentally prepared for a dog, they can’t be counted on to take care of a dog’s needs, and caregiving will fall on one or both of the parents.

All family members need to be on board with the decision to adopt a dog and understand their part in caring for a new pet. Consider the age and maturity of each of your children. Experts at Best Friends can recall five-year-olds who were devoted to caring for their dogs, whereas others—teens (and even some adults)—weren’t quite ready for the responsibility yet. You should also consider the schedules of your older children. Are their schedules jam-packed with activities and homework? Will they have time to devote to a new dog? Discuss the adoption with your kids so that everyone knows what’s expected of them before the adoption process begins.



Dogs and Kids Not all dogs are good with kids. Large dogs may be big enough to overwhelm small children with their enthusiasm. Small dogs may look cute but don’t always like being smothered by a pint-size embrace. Dogs may see humans as large, threatening figures and disapprove of being picked up or manhandled. If the human is a child, reaching to lift a small dog or bending over to hug a larger dog may put animal and child face to face, a dangerous situation if the dog feels she has to bite to escape.

Still, many dogs form the tightest of bonds with children. Kids often devote more attention and energy to a family dog than do grown-ups, who may have more demands on their time. If you’ve found a prospective adoptee who has been recommended for placement in a home with children, consider having the dog sleep at your home overnight or fostering him for a while, so you can see how he and your children interact. Keep an eye on the dog whenever he’s around your children. And watch your children, too. You’ll not only want to monitor dog-and-child interactions to ensure safety, but also to see whether your kids tire of the dog or balk at helping do the daily tasks of taking care of him properly.





But remember that sometimes the best laid plans can go awry: Children may prove unreliable or may be unable to fulfill your caregiving expectations. “A common reason that pets are given up is that the kids lost interest,” Whitney says. “Parents have to be prepared for that.” It is ultimately the parents’ responsibility to be the dog’s primary caregivers. Think long and hard about this possibility: It’s not fair to a dog or a child to adopt a pet and then return him if the child loses interest. It may communicate to the child that love has conditions and that animals are no different than toys. It doesn’t do the dog any good either.

An adopter should also consider how the new dog might fit in with other pets. Some dogs act aggressively toward other animals. Such behavior can be shaped toward a more congenial relationship, but it may never disappear completely.

Potential troubles may be spotted right away; however, sometimes problems don’t appear during a sleepover, shelter visit, or an outing. They may crop up at a later time in the relationship when the dog is more comfortable. Prior to finalizing the adoption, fostering a dog (when possible) may provide the best opportunity to see her true personality before taking the final step of adoption. If a formerly feline-friendly dog can’t help chasing your cat once she’s made the transition to your house, it may be better to discover this problem during a trial run, while you can still decide whether you would be willing to put in the hours to make your pets comfortable with each other, or, if not, to find some way to separate them.

Think Ahead

Consider the future. What if your dogs live many years after your children grow up and leave an empty nest, putting empty nesters in charge of all pet care? If you are single, what will you do if your future spouse has a cat or a dog that your dog doesn’t like? You may live in the country and have a 100-acre lot for your border collie to patrol, but what will happen if you get transferred to a city job?

College students may fail to think about the long term when they consider adoption. Young people who leave home and enter the high-stress college environment may adopt a dog for companionship and emotional comfort. Trouble is, when the academic year ends, they may not be able to take the dog home or to a job site.

Change is always uncertain, but you should be honest with yourself about how your pet will fit into any new developments in your life. Try to anticipate solutions that will help keep your dog in the family rather than surrendering him to a shelter. If the only solution you can foresee is to give up the animal, then it’s not the best time for you to adopt.

Money and Resources

You’ll spend more on a dog than you might think. For an average, medium-size dog, yearly care averages $870 to $1,300, and that covers food, vaccinations, grooming, toys and treats, and optional health insurance. Initial costs also will include a license, collar, and leash, and possibly a crate for housetraining, all of which could add an additional $150 to $200, depending on the size of the dog. These expenses don’t include bills for emergency medical care or for adoption fees.

Best Friends requires that all pets already living in a home be spayed or neutered, and current on vaccinations before it will approve an adoption. All dogs at Best Friends are spayed or neutered after their arrival at the sanctuary. Different adoptive groups may have different requirements. Spay and neuter operations are also often required for other rescue and shelter adoptions; the procedure costs on average $200 but can run as high as $400, depending on the practitioner. Often local shelters and rescue groups have several different veterinary practices they can recommend, so check to see if they have a list of providers.



A Budget for Your Best Friend Before beginning to adopt, keep in mind the regular costs of ownership. On average, the first year (which includes start-up costs and regular care) can total between $1,300 to $2,100. On average, a medium-size dog can live until age 14, which means you could be looking at roughly $13,000 over the course of a dog’s life. Here’s a line-by-line breakout:

Start-Up Costs: $500 to $890 Total

• Adoption Fee: $75 to $150 (varies with dog and shelter; fees may include spay/neuter and other medical expenses)

• Spay/Neuter Fee: $190 to $400

• Other Initial Medical Expenses: $70

• Collar/Leash: $25 to $35

• Crate: $35 to $125

• Training Classes: $110 (varies with trainer and class level)

Yearly Costs: $870 to $1,300 Total

• Food: $120 to $235 (premium dry kibble; cost varies depending on size of dog)

• Toys and Treats: $40 to $140

• License: $15 (varies with community)

• Recurring Medical: $210 to $500 (vaccinations, preventative medications, and so on)

• Health Insurance (optional): $225 (varies with policy)

• Grooming: $265 to $408 (costs vary with size of dog and length of hair)
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Sources: Best Friends Animal Society; American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.


The Best Friends dog application form asks how much the potential adopter is willing to pay for medical care. Options range from “up to $100” to “up to $5,000” and “whatever it takes.” Consider the impact on your budget if an injury or illness occurs. If costs are high and your budget is tight, you should decide what you could afford to do before you adopt a dog. Know that, as a dog ages, his medical costs may increase or he may develop an illness, such as diabetes, that requires specialized care. Some successful budgeting strategies include keeping a separate credit card for a dog’s medical emergencies. Some people have set aside money in a separate bank account solely for unexpected costs like these.

Living Spaces

Dogs need room to be dogs, and the amount of living space you have is an important factor to consider. First and foremost, find out if there are any pet restrictions in the lease for your apartment or the bylaws of your homeowners’ association. Rental home contracts often prohibit pets or place a limit on their size. Make sure you are allowed to have a dog in your residence before you begin your search.

Indoors, you should have enough physical space to accommodate a dog. Apartments may not be right for Saint Bernards, although some large breeds adapt to indoor living because of their more sedentary lifestyle. Houses typically have more room, but they may not be perfect. Houses with fenced-in yards make bathroom breaks more convenient and offer a ready exercise space, but many homeowners without yards find ways to provide physical activities for their dogs.


A fenced-in yard is a huge bonus for a dog. A few dogs act as escape artists and are better off without boundaries to test, but in general, a fence allows a dog room to wander and relieve himself without you having to take him for a walk. Walking may be an acceptable solution in many cases, but there’s always going to be a worst-case scenario. Would you want to put on your coat and shoes and walk your dog at two o’clock in the morning, during a pouring rainstorm, when she’s got diarrhea?

You also should evaluate the spaces around your home. Can you walk your dog easily and safely in your neighborhood? Are there green spaces or dog parks nearby? Is there a veterinarian or kennel within easy driving distance, or someone who could watch the dog on short notice? Are you willing for your car to get dirty with dog hair and muddy paw prints?

All possibilities should be taken into account when deciding whether to adopt a dog. Surprises happen, which makes the commitment even more important.

Making Time

Companionship is a priority in most dog adoptions. It’s fun to cuddle with a dog and watch television. But your dog is not a plush toy. She needs proper nutrition, physical exercise, and mental stimulation. Problems become inevitable if you don’t have time or dedication to meet her needs. Dogs without exercise may get fat, listless, or hyperactive. Dogs without proper mental and physical stimulation may design their own brain- and bodybuilding games that may include tearing, chewing, barking, and digging.

“Bringing a dog into a home is a bargain, a promise, an agreement, a contract,” Whitney says. “Your dog depends on you, the biped with the bigger brain, to make sure her basic needs are met.”


Exercise is perhaps one of the most basic needs, as dogs’ ancestors wandered great distances in search of food. Every dog, at every age, needs to be exercised every day. If your dog fails to get a proper workout, she’s likely to exhibit behavioral problems that no amount of training will fix. A cat or fish may be a better fit for someone who can’t be home enough to exercise a dog.

As you consider adopting a dog, ask yourself how much time you can devote to her physical health. Two half-hour exercise sessions each day are enough for most dogs. Others need more, especially puppies and dogs in the hunting, working, and herding groups. An energetic border collie, for example, almost certainly won’t adjust happily to your lifestyle if you can give her only minimal exercise.

Providing different kinds of exercise brings a double bonus, stimulating muscles and brain. Dogs respond wonderfully to several types of exercise every day, such as playing tug, fetching a ball, and going on leash walks. (See Chapter 6 for some more creative ways you can exercise your dog’s mind and body.)

Selecting a Dog: Getting Started

After you’ve decided a dog is right for you, you’ll want to narrow your search. The following factors influence a smart decision.

 

Size: Small dogs have many benefits. They eat less and make smaller messes than do big dogs. They are likely to fit into virtually any person’s living space. When it’s time to walk them or take them to the vet, their small stature makes them physically more controllable—you can pick up a misbehaving Pekingese more easily than a 150-pound mastiff. But big dogs also have advantages. They’re often less excitable and may be more likely to play well with children.


When considering size, make truthful assessments of your own physical abilities. Best Friends took in an extremely underweight shepherd named Bruno, who a senior citizen eventually adopted. She had to return him. As Bruno put on weight and regained his health, he became too strong for his new owner. Caregivers tell stories of other small-stature owners not being able to walk big dogs or take them to the vet. They urge applicants to be honest about their self-assessments and likelihood to successfully adopt a large dog. They compare the process to online dating services, which work best when you don’t distort your own assets or lie about what you want in a date.

 

Energy Level: Some dogs prefer to take a jog, whereas others prefer to take a nap. Energy level is a big part of a dog’s personality and her ability to fit into your home. Energy can be affected by many factors, but age and breed traits tend to be two of the most influential. If you’ve got plenty of time and energy to work with an energetic Jack Russell terrier, great. If not, perhaps a mellow basset hound is a better choice.



Different Dogs, Different Needs Different kinds of dogs have different needs, so consider how physical traits may impact your lifestyle when you start your adoption search. Dogs can be small, medium, or large: Can your household accommodate a larger dog? They can have shaggy, silky, or short coats: Can your budget handle the upkeep involved in a long-haired pooch?
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Manners: Your dog will need to be socialized so she remains comfortable when meeting new people and other dogs. If you want to care for a dog from a puppy, be prepared to introduce the dog to a hundred different people within the first few months of her life. If you’re not in a position to provide this socialization or are too shy, consider adopting an older dog with a fuller set of social skills. Conversely, walking, training, and playing with a dog are great ways to meet other dog lovers and bring a shy person out of a shell. Don’t forget your dog’s individual personality. Dogs who avoid human contact will need to be conditioned to be around people; overly exuberant dogs will need to be taught to remain calm around people. Socialization is a never-ending process: Everyone, including your dogs, can always be improving manners.

 

Age: There are pluses and minuses to every age. Puppies require a huge time commitment from their owners because they demand constant attention. You’ll need to work with puppies not only to socialize them, particularly to inhibit biting, but also to housetrain them and build proper behavior. If you do adopt a puppy, you have the advantage of not having to undo bad habits learned elsewhere. Another good thing about caring for a puppy is that she will grow up with other pets and people in the household, increasing the chances of their bonding. Still, if children are in the home, remember that children and puppies don’t always mix well. Kids cannot always be counted on to perform puppy chores, or to remove temptations such as shoes and socks from where a puppy can get them. Adult dogs have the advantage of having passed through the difficult years of puppyhood and adolescence, although teenager-like behavior may continue well into middle age. Labrador retrievers often have longer adolescent periods than other breeds, for example. When adopting an adult dog, be aware that there’s no guarantee that her behavior will or won’t continue into old age. Older dogs have their own charms. They are still deserving of good homes even though they may have only a few months or years to live. That time can be rewarding for both of you. They usually have already been through the bumps of youth, including the perils of housetraining and the chewing stage. However, they may have higher medical bills than young dogs, and they may pass away soon after winning their owner’s affections. An old dog may be the perfect fit for people who want a dog for only a short time, perhaps because they know they’ll have a lifestyle change in a few years that will preclude dog ownership.

What’s Breed Got to Do With It?

Humans are more than the sum of their genetic code, and so are dogs. The breed of a dog can tell you some general things about it: the color and type of coat, general size and weight, potential health issues, and what kind of activities the breed was designed to do. What it can’t tell you is what a specific dog is like. You’ll have to meet the dog to find that out!

Heredity may account for much of a dog’s personality, but you can never be certain that a breed of dog you research online, in reference books, or by visiting a breed-specific rescue group will act like the profile constructed for her. Some retrievers don’t like to chase balls. Some shih tzus don’t like to sit on laps. Some Australian shepherds would just as soon cuddle as keep other animals in line. Knowledge about a particular breed may then be beneficial in alerting you to types of behaviors or problems that have been catalogued in others, but it’s not a blueprint for all members of that breed. That’s not to downplay the importance of research into which of the many dog breeds or mixed breeds might be right for you. It is merely a cautionary tale against investing too heavily in stereotypes. Best Friends recommends getting to know individual dogs.

For years, commonly recognized breeds in the United States have often been divided into seven groups: sporting, working, herding, hound, terrier, toy, and a miscellaneous collection called nonsporting. Each has some common but not universal characteristics. About 25 percent of shelter dogs are purebred. The rest have the attributes of two or more breeds: They’re called mixed breeds, or just plain lovable mutts.

 

Mutts: The mixed-breed dog, or mutt, has advantages and disadvantages over his purebred cousins. The biggest plus is genetic. Mixing bloodlines tends to dramatically reduce the incidence of gene-based diseases. “Hybrid vigor” is true not only of dogs but of all species. The evolutionary concept of the survival of the fittest begins with the idea of genetic variation resulting in selection of creatures best adapted to their environment. Inbreeding practically eliminates variance.

Mutts also are widely available, being far more common than any purebred dropped off at a shelter or rescue group. Their variety of size and shape lets you choose the dog for who he is, not for his conformity (or lack of it) to any set of purebred standards.

Mutts often are among the hardiest, smartest, and most unique dogs. If you know the mutt’s ancestry, you might look for some combination of traits from the various breeds in the family tree. But there’s no guarantee they will appear. If you don’t know the dog’s ancestry, you may have little idea of his eventual size and character. You might not know how big a puppy will get, or how much grooming he might need. That means you need to be prepared for surprises. If they occur, they should not affect your love for your dog. You wouldn’t disown your son, for example, just because he grew to be more than six feet tall and weigh more than 300 pounds.

 

Sporting Dogs: The sporting group typically includes spaniels, wirehaired pointers, golden and Labrador retrievers, setters, and Weimaraners. These dogs were chosen and bred over countless generations—an example of “artificial” instead of natural selection—to assist humans in hunting food for the table. Some are adept at pointing to hidden game. Others flush birds into the open. Some retrieve birds and game that have been shot. And some do all of these things. Because they have been bred to work closely alongside humans, they usually are loyal, affectionate, and quick to please.

Sporting breeds tend to be happiest when they get to spend a lot of time outside with their people. They usually get along with children because of the joy of active play. Success stories about adoptions of Labs and golden retrievers into families with children are common. Whitney recalls how Murphy, the Lab-golden mix her family adopted when she was a girl, happily endured whatever antic play the Jones’ children devised. Murphy would consent to being dressed up, hitched to a wagon, and endlessly cuddled.

Care for dogs in the sporting group includes frequent brushings for the long-haired breeds, such as setters and spaniels. Grooming not only keeps the dogs looking nice but also reduces the amount of hair shed on furniture and carpets. Spaniels may be prone to eye problems as they age, and large breeds may suffer hip dysplasia. Surgery may be required to correct this misalignment of the leg joint if the dog is suffering pain. Other treatment options include weight loss, medication, and low-impact exercise such as swimming.

 


Working Dogs: The working group includes Akitas, boxers, Doberman pinschers, Great Danes, mastiffs, rottweilers, Saint Bernards, and Siberian huskies, in addition to many others. Humans selected and bred these dogs to perform particular tasks other than hunting animals and birds on land.

All breeds in this group have powerful muscles and do not tire easily. The Saint Bernard is a good example. True to the version seen on Saturday morning cartoons, he was bred in the Alps to find and rescue people trapped in snow. His large size and great strength help him push through deep drifts, and his powerful legs are good for digging or hauling. Others in the group were bred to swim, pull heavy weights, or guard livestock.

These dogs tend to want a job. If you’re not likely to go hunting for lost skiers in the mountains, you might opt for extensive training as a way to keep your working dog occupied. These dogs tend to respond well to learning new commands, including tricks. Siberian huskies are bred to pull sleds, so they may try to pull hard on a leash and require more training than other dogs to train them out of that bad habit.

Typically outweighing other groups, working dogs often fit well into large houses that have ample yard space. However, their bulk tends to make them somewhat more sedentary than smaller breeds. That may make some of them a surprisingly good fit for smaller living spaces, provided they get plenty of exercise outdoors.

Some breeds, such as Saint Bernards, are known for heavy drool. Hip dysplasia and other joint injuries are not uncommon. The larger size of working dogs also increases the risk of them acquiring a condition called gastric dilatation-volvulus (GDV), or bloat, which causes the stomach to twist and swell, a medical emergency that requires swift care (in fact, any large breed dog from any group can suffer from this condition).

 


Herding Dogs: The herding group includes Australian shepherds, border collies, corgis, German shepherds, and Old English sheepdogs. Evolution has increased their desire to control the movement of other animals. They’ll happily keep sheep or cattle from wandering. When there aren’t any farm or ranch animals to corral, herding dogs may want to perform their innate skills on children or other humans. Some have been known to bump against kids, as if trying to corral them like sheep.

Their intelligence and desire to work and play hard make them a very visible group. German shepherds often serve as police dogs, and border collies often can be seen in city parks, racing again and again to snatch a flying disc out of the air. “With a border collie, typically speaking, you don’t want to live in a studio apartment and have two jobs,” Tamara says. “They need a job, and if you don’t give them one, you will need to find other outlets for them—such as regular exercise, dog sports such as agility training or fly ball.”

Herding dogs tend to be highly intelligent and active. Larger dogs in the herding group, like those in the working group, are at higher risk for GDV. They also are prone to hip dysplasia, which strikes more than 15 percent of German shepherds. That breed also has the most perianal fistulas, infected lesions that form near the anus. These inflammations are believed to affect German shepherds because they carry their thick tails near their bodies, restricting air circulation and allowing bacteria to flourish.

 

Hounds: The hound group includes Afghans, basenjis, bassets, beagles, bloodhounds, dachshunds, foxhounds, greyhounds, Irish wolfhounds, salukis, and whippets. Like the sporting group, hounds have been bred to seek wild game, albeit usually on the small side. For instance, dachshunds were bred small to fit into badger holes. Some breeds are especially adept at tracking over great distances by following the tiniest remnants of scent. Other breeds hunt by locking their eyes onto movement. These include basenjis and greyhounds, earning them the descriptive name sight hounds.

Hounds have two strong tendencies. The first is to track by smell or sight. This trait may have earned the group the unfair label of being stubborn. When a hound dog detects the scent of an animal and begins to track, the experience may overwhelm her other senses. Calling her away from the scent may be hard to do—not because she’s willfully ignoring you, but because she is so totally focused on the information reaching her nose. Thus, many hounds aren’t the best breed to take off leash while on a hike. They may run off to follow what they see or smell.

“I don’t trust my sight hound off leash,” Tamara says. “She wants to chase, and in her case, she wants to kill rabbits, chickens, and so on. I can do a lot of training, but I can never trust her 100 percent. Other dogs of mine are awesome off leash.”

The second common characteristic to the hounds is their tendency to bay. Just as Elvis Presley sang, hound dogs may be “crying all the time.” Left alone in an apartment, for example, a beagle or basset may sing a one-note song—wooo! wooooo!—over and over again. Although some dog owners appreciate the tune, neighbors might not be so enthusiastic.

Dysplasia occurs in the hound group but usually is not as big a problem as with larger dogs. Low-slung dogs such as basset hounds and dachshunds are more likely to develop back troubles from ruptured discs between their vertebrae.

 

Terriers: The terrier group includes the Airedale, cairn, fox, Jack Russell, miniature bull, Skye, and Welsh terriers, as well as miniature schnauzers. The group also includes a variety of dogs lumped under the name “pit bull.” Also referred to as “bullies,” the designation includes bull terriers, American Staffordshire terriers, and Staffordshire bull terriers. Although Airedales and some pit bulls can be physically imposing, other terriers tend to be on the small side, yet make up in heart what they might lack in stature.

Terriers are energetic, spunky, and alert. Bred to kill vermin, they tend to train easily, aim to please their owners, and can form the strongest of attachments. In the 19th century, a Skye terrier named Greyfriar’s Bobby guarded the grave of his master for 14 years. When Bobby died at 16, his devotion was recognized by the erection of a statue in his honor in Edinburgh, Scotland.

The notion of bully breeds being innately vicious toward people is a myth based on their unfortunate association with dogfighting rings. Unless trained otherwise, pit bulls tend to bond closely with people and make good pets for children—“Petey” of the Our Gang movie series was a pit bull.

Of late, Jack Russells have become popular for adoption because of their high profile in movies and television shows, but they also have a high return rate. Although they command a loyal following, they tend to demand a lot of attention, have energy to burn, and are what Tamara calls “wicked smart.” Jack Russells, like other terriers, tend to make the best pets when their owners engage in lots of activities with them.

Terrier coats do vary in length and texture, from the short hair of the bull terrier to the longer wiry coat of a Scottish terrier. The shorter-coated dogs tend to just need a weekly brushing and the occasional bath, whereas longer-haired dogs, especially those who do not shed, may require brushing a few times a week and a trim every few months.

Healthwise, certain breeds do have some things to watch out for. Pit bull terriers have heightened risk of cataracts, hip dysplasia, congenital heart disease, and allergies that affect the skin. All puppies should not be strenuously exercised until they are ten months old to avoid damaging their bones, but Skye terrier puppies may have an even higher tendency toward injury if physically challenged too soon in their lives.

 

Toy Dogs: The toy group includes Chihuahuas, Maltese, Pekingese, pugs, toy poodles, shih tzus, and Yorkshire terriers. As the name suggests, toys are tiny. But small does not necessarily mean low maintenance. They need as much exercise and training as larger dogs. They often are associated with apartment living because of their smaller size. They sometimes are housetrained to relieve themselves indoors in a litter box or on puppy pads, as their bowel movements are small and relatively easy to clean up and, if housed in a high-rise, they may not be able to reach the outdoors before nature takes its course. Still, they should be housetrained and taught good manners. Size should not determine whether or not a dog is well behaved.

Young children may be inclined to treat toy breeds like playthings because of their size. Parents should educate their kids that dogs can be feisty and resist being cuddled, turning defensive when they feel threatened. They also can get underfoot quite easily, causing a hazard for the elderly and the unaware. Many small dogs have been injured or killed by people stepping or tripping on them. Adults can also suffer injury when tripping over an unseen dog underfoot.

Grooming costs can vary for toy dogs, but they may need more frequent grooming than larger dogs. Common ailments include dental problems, which can be lessened with regular tooth brushing, and breathing difficulties linked to toys with brachiocephalic, or flat-nosed, skulls, like pugs or Pekingese (many large breed dogs are also brachiocephalic such as boxers and English bulldogs). Bone injuries from jumping off sofas and chairs, or from being stepped on, also are more common among toys than some other breeds.

 


Nonsporting Dogs: The nonsporting group includes bichon frises, Boston terriers, Lhasa apsos, miniature and standard poodles, bulldogs (including American, French, and English bulldogs), Dalmatians, and chow chows. These breeds don’t neatly fit in the other groups and have been lumped into a catchall category. That makes it tough to link characteristics with the entire group. Instead, it’s better to consider the breeds individually. For instance, the chow has a reputation for being serious and independent, whereas the bichon frise tends to be happy-go-lucky.

Care of these dogs also varies widely. Grooming of a standard poodle, whose hair grows but does not shed, requires regular trips to a doggie salon. The short-haired Boston terrier, on the other hand, just needs an occasional going over.

Diseases also vary, but the English bulldog may stand alone for having costly health problems. Narrow breeding lines have made this dog prone to heatstroke and breathing problems. Puppies may be active, but older dogs tend toward a sedentary lifestyle.

Upkeep

Check into the grooming requirements of the dog you’re considering. In general, most dogs may need a weekly going over, based on their coat and activity level. If you live in a moist, warm climate, check your dog’s skin regularly for fleas, ticks, and mites (consult your vet to see if your dog needs medications to keep from being bitten by these pests). Short-haired dogs, although not requiring regular trips to the groomer, do shed and will need more frequent grooming during shedding season (generally in the spring and fall). Long-haired dogs usually require more maintenance in brushing and in cleaning up after shedding. Long coats also are more likely to attract burrs and dust, so regular cleaning is important.


Dogs also need to have their teeth cleaned regularly to prevent gum disease and other illnesses. Dogs with longer ears (like setters, bloodhounds, and cocker spaniels) will need their ears inspected about once a week to make sure they are clean and free from infection. Your dog’s nails will also need to be clipped (the frequency will depend on how much of the nail is worn down by the surfaces on which the dog walks). Keeping your dog groomed and clean isn’t just cosmetic; a clean dog is a healthy dog as regular inspection of your dog’s coat, skin, teeth, ears, and nails may clue you in to many health problems that may spring up.

Special Needs

Finally, you might consider adopting a dog with special needs. Dogs with fewer than four legs, dogs with medical conditions, incontinent dogs, blind dogs, deaf dogs—all deserve human companionship. Their challenges may require just a little extra attention, or ongoing therapy and veterinary care.

Some adopters seek special-needs dogs because they love a challenge or they feel sympathy for dogs others might consider defective. Despite such dogs’ disabilities, they—like all dogs—respond to caregivers with unconditional love, inspiring admiration and joy. Adopters of special-needs dogs must make the same lifelong commitment as they would with any dog. They may realize, however, that some serious physical handicaps may make such a commitment shorter than most.

Wiggles, a buff-colored, bowlegged bulldog mix, seemed an unlikely candidate for adoption when he came to Best Friends in 2007 from the streets of California. As a result of a neurological disorder, he staggered when he walked and frequently fell over. He also had the indelicate habit of dropping scat at inopportune times. To top it off, Wiggles had a goofy face: His lower jaw jutted too far forward to meet his upper teeth evenly, and only one of his ears pointed up. Nevertheless, even Wiggles found a forever home when a family from Colorado saw his picture on a website, drove to Best Friends to meet him, and decided to take him home—wiggly limbs, underbite, random poop, and all.

Every Dog Is an Individual

Remember that you can research yourself and your potential canine friend and still be pleasantly—or unpleasantly—surprised once you adopt. The puppy you fall in love with may grow into an adult of a size and personality you did not expect. The quiet adult dog you saw in his run may turn into a bundle of energy when he is in his new home. Do keep in mind that breed characteristics are just that—characteristics and generalizations that tend to run in a particular breed. The retriever who doesn’t like to chase balls might curl up against your knees every night. The shih tzu who doesn’t like to sit on your lap may enjoy chasing the ball for hours.

Just because a dog isn’t what you thought he was at first doesn’t mean that he doesn’t have great qualities of his own or that you won’t have amazing experiences together. You can encourage some behavior by finding positive ways to motivate your dog into activities that you can both enjoy. Every dog is a product not only of genetics but of individual personality, training, and life circumstances. If you can let go of your initial expectations and value your new companion for who he is, you just might enjoy the most fulfilling relationship of your life.




Top Tips

• When you adopt a dog, you are making a lifelong commitment.

 

• Before you start actively searching for a new dog, start with yourself first. Do an honest self-assessment of your personality and lifestyle. Consider why you want a dog. What is the reason you’re thinking of adopting? Do you have the time and resources that a dog will need?

 

• Is your family ready for the responsibility of a dog? Is it something that everyone wants? How will your other pets handle a new addition?

 

• Think about your budget. Can you afford it? What about emergency expenses?

 

• Consider the future. Make sure your life will allow for a dog in the long term as well as the present.

 

• Size, energy, personality, upkeep, and age are all important things to consider when trying to find the right dog for you.

 

• Don’t try to replace a pet you have recently lost. Every dog is different; expecting the new one to fill the old one’s shoes isn’t fair and will likely leave you disappointed.

 

• All dogs are individuals. Breed history can give you some insight into potential behaviors and health issues, but it is not a concrete blueprint for what your dog will be like.
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