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Caroline Spencer has thirty years’ experience of training and working with dogs. She is the owner of Pure Dog Listeners Ltd and offers seminars and dog-owner consultations, teaching canine communication methods to correct undesirable behaviour in dogs. She is also joint inventor of the Happy At Heel harness for all dog walking problems.

Find out more at www.puredoglisteners.com
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Our modern-day dog’s ancestor is the wolf – they share almost identical DNA so present many similar behaviours. However, our domestic dogs have evolved to live with humans and, because of this, now show many different behaviours compared with their wild cousins. With this in mind, the behaviour of wild wolves is not the focus of our attention here, but it has an important part to play in our learning. If we just looked to wolves, it would be like studying chimps in order to make sense of humans. They have their similarities but also their differences, so it is very useful to look at both for an understanding of how the communication works as well as behaviours, and therefore logical to look to wolves to gain some insight regarding their communication and how they work as a team.

It’s interesting to speculate as to how wolves eventually evolved into what we now know as dogs. The human race began domesticating wolves thousands of years ago. Recent studies in Russia have revealed how this was probably done. They used the silver fox, an animal famed for its aggressive temperament, and picked the calmer and more placid pups. Within three generations, they found they were producing foxes that were able to interact with humans. Even more amazing was the fact that not only had they produced a gentler personality but that physical changes were happening, too, both in colour and general appearance – some animals having floppy ears, for instance. This almost certainly happened with the wolf as the brighter ones realised that there was a food source available if they hung around human settlements. Both sides of the partnership benefited: the wolves through food, and the humans by early warning and protection and, subsequently, by working together when hunting. As the changes in the wolves’ colours and body shape occurred naturally, we humans would no doubt have hurried things along by encouraging the changes we liked.

As a result, vastly different looks appeared, culminating in the huge variety of domestic dogs we have today. So, in essence, we have different looks and kinder (as perceived by humans) personalities, but the brain make-up and communication skills remain the same.

Within our human family, we have to set boundaries. It is the same within a pack of dogs and, remember, the term ‘pack’ is a word devised by humans to describe a family of dogs or wolves, as ‘pride’ describes a family of lions. Within all these families, if there were no rules, boundaries, guidance or understanding then the group would not function adequately and therefore their survival would be compromised. We need to understand the domestic dog to understand fully their communication skills, their social behaviours and hierarchy. But similarly, they need to understand us as well – it is a two-way street.

Domestic dogs have the capacity to understand us to a certain extent – more so even than chimps, which are thought to be our closest relatives – but we must be aware that within each breed and litter there are many personalities just as there are in the human family. This is what we work with – individual personalities. As with teaching anyone, how easily the student will learn depends largely on personality and intelligence. If the dog thinks the teacher is not up to the job, then learning will be limited.

We must clearly understand that a dog can only be a dog and a human a human; we both have to find a mutually acceptable level of understanding to enable the dog to adapt to the behaviours that we hope to see demonstrated.

In order to build the best possible relationship between dog and human, it is essential to avoid cruel behaviours and gadgets. Collars and leads are used because the law requires us to, but it is preferential to use a harness, particularly when working with a dog that has been abused and is spooked by restrictions around the back of the neck or around the throat. All you need are a lead, collar or Happy At Heel Harness (designed and patented by us), some toys, food rewards, kindness, consistency and imagination.

It’s not what you say, it’s what you do . . . and it’s not only what you do, it’s what you feel. It all starts within you. So if your dog just isn’t getting it, look at your own behaviour first – don’t blame your dog.

The principles of PURE dog listening are nothing new; it is the language of the canine. Other people have written their take on communicating in such a way and so I thought now it was my turn. I have spent a considerable amount of time dog watching, reading and testing my theories and those of others, principally in the area of guiding and bringing up your dog without resorting to command training or bribing or using intimidating body language or vocals. Books written by John Fisher, Desmond Morris and Turid Rugaas were a huge inspiration early on. I have watched hundreds of people over the years with their dogs and children, working out why some were great and relaxed, some like cats on hot bricks, others completely oblivious to their owners while others were all over them like a rash. It was the owners that caught my imagination, and the more I spoke and asked them what they did, the more it dawned on me that less is more. Don’t bug, don’t bribe, don’t intimidate – just guide in a gentle and consistent manner that they understand. When a dog is doing something ‘naughty’, it’s because it doesn’t get it.

I continue to spend time studying working dogs and pet dogs in kennels, family homes and professional environments, but wherever I meet them, the road of learning is never complete.

So in the words of Ignacio Estrada:

If the pupil will not learn the way we teach,
then we will teach the way the pupil will learn.

There are other people calling themselves dog listeners out there. So to stand out, I came up with ‘PURE’, which to me means staying natural and as close to canine communication as possible. It means applying a holistic approach to every aspect of the dog’s world. My aim with this group is to keep it small and intimate so everyone is giving the same message to a very high standard. We know each other very well and continue to learn and discuss as we move forward. The group of PURE Dog Listeners not only conduct one-to-one consultations but also give their time up to help various charities for the benefit of dogs generally, and to enrich their own personal development as PURE Dog Listeners.

When we talk of ‘traditional’ trainers, the word ‘traditional’ is rather misleading – ‘traditional’ as in ‘We’ve always done it that way’. But we’re communicating with a different species, the canine, and they’ve never ‘done it that way’. They’ve got their own way of doing things that has served them very well for thousands of years.

I like to think of this method of PURE Dog Listening as grass-roots training or, more specifically, guidance in growing up, guidance in good manners and how your dog can fit into your life, stress free.
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