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Introduction

When an animal is physically ill or injured, its 
suffering is obvious and the need for  veterinary 
 treatment unquestioned. Problem behaviour 
can have an equally negative impact on an 
 animal’s welfare. Many unwanted behaviours 
are driven by the dog’s attempts to alleviate 
distressing  emotional states such as stress, fear, 
anxiety,  frustration or conflict. Others may arise 
due to  neglect or a failure to fulfil an animal’s 
core needs. Some unwanted behaviours, such 
as  chewing in  puppies or jumping up to greet 
people face to face, are normal and so on their 
own is not a sign of distress. However, it may be 

 annoying, distressing or even dangerous for the 
owner, and so lead to a breakdown in the dog–
owner relationship. It is also common for all 
kinds of  unwanted behaviour to be attributed to 
 wilfulness, disobedience or traits such as being 
‘ dominant’ or ‘aggressive’. This can then lead to, 
at best, loss of owner  affection and interaction, 
or, in more extreme cases, social  isolation, physi-
cal punishment, ( possibly repeated) rehoming, 
abandonment or even euthanasia (Box  1.1). As 
such, understanding, preventing and managing or 
changing unwanted behaviour is as important to 
a dog’s wellbeing as caring for his physical health.

Box 1.1. Frequency of rehoming and euthanasia of dogs due to problem behaviour.

•	 In	a	study	of	5095	deceased	dogs,	4%	had	been	
euthanized	on	behavioural	grounds	at	a	median	
age	of	4.2	years	old	(O’Neill	et al.,	2013).

•	 Undesirable	 behaviour	 is	 the	 most	 common	
	reason	for	euthanasia	in	dogs	under	3	years	of	
age	(Boyd	et al.,	2018).

•	 Behavioural	 problems	were	 the	most	 common	
reason	for	relinquishment	of	a	dog	to	a	leading	
behaviour	charity	in	the	UK	(Diesel	et al.,	2010).

•	 Over	50%	of	dogs	returned	to	rescue		charities	
are	 returned	 due	 to	 a	 behavioural	 problem	
(Mondelli	et al.,	2004;	Diesel	et al.,	2010;	Hawes	
et al.,	2020).

•	 Dogs	 euthanized	 by	 rescue	 shelters	 are	
	predominantly	 destroyed	 on	 behavioural	
grounds	(Bollen	and	Horowitz,	2008).
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1 Domestication of the Dog

Domestication is the process by which a wild 
 species is brought under human control and 
changed in some way to suit human needs. 
Typical changes include making the species 
 easier to handle, breed or care for, making them 
more attractive to us or more productive, such 
as hens that lay more eggs or cows that produce 
more milk, or adapting them so they can work 
for us, such as animals used in transport. In the 
case of the domestic dog (Canis lupus familiaris), 
domestication has also resulted in an ability to 
 interact and communicate with people at a level 
of  complexity not seen in any other species. To 
understand why that is, we first need to under-
stand how the dog evolved.

From Wolf to Dog

Although still the subject of much debate, the 
general consensus is that the ancestor of the do-
mestic dog was the grey wolf. It is thought that 
wolves and people may have started to tolerate liv-
ing alongside each other as long at 35,000 years 
ago. Their early interactions were probably limited 
to learning to understand each other’s behaviour 
and ways of communicating to avoid conflict, and 
maybe to sharing resources such as a kill. However, 
as resources became scarce during the last Ice Age, 
those wolves better adapted to living in close prox-
imity to people – and perhaps those people  better 
adapted to living in closer  proximity to wolves 
– would have flourished. Those that did would 
then have formed subpopulations and  interbred. 
As a result, by the time the Ice Age ended around 
12,000 years ago, the behaviour of those wolves 
living closer to people was likely to have changed 
sufficiently for people to both want and be able to 
control their breeding, and for the wolves to start 
to resemble what we now know as a dog.

Changes Resulting from Domestication

Although dogs and wolves share many traits 
and are still able to interbreed, the process of 

 domestication has led to far- reaching changes to 
the  anatomy, physiology and behaviour of the dog 
when  compared with the wolf.

Anatomy and physiology

Genes are often linked, meaning that when one 
gene is inherited or expressed, others are inherit-
ed or expressed with it. It is thought that the first 
physical changes to appear in the transition from 
wolf to dog may have arisen as a by- product of 
 increased tameness and willingness to live close to 
or cooperate with people. This theory is  supported 
by a  controlled breeding programme in which  silver 
 foxes bred for tameness also started to show  changes 
to coat colour, ear and tail shape (Trut et al., 2009). 
As these changes emerged, our  ancestors then 
probably favoured those individuals that showed 
physical or behavioural traits they found useful 
or attractive, resulting in further  intensification of 
these traits and the eventual  evolution of the breeds 
we see today.

To the hunter- gatherer and early farmer, the 
most desirable traits were likely to have been 
 enhanced hunting or guarding ability, willingness 
to cooperate with people, being able to survive 
on a varied diet and breeding freely. As a result, 
dogs evolved to show physical traits that made 
them better hunters and guarders (Figs  1.1 and 
1.2), to thrive on an omnivorous diet, and to reach 
 sexual maturity earlier and have larger  litters than 
wolves.

As human lifestyles then gradually changed, 
so did what we wanted from our dogs. We also 
 became increasingly aware of how to consciously 
select for preferred traits. This led to more refined 
changes, such as the floppy ears of scent hounds 
and the smaller size of dogs intended to hunt 
 underground. We also started to select for purely 
aesthetic changes to appearance, such as those that 
enhance our ability to communicate with dogs or 
that instinctively encouraged us to care for them, 
reflecting their modern- day role as a companion 
(Figs 1.3 and 1.4).
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Behaviour

Alongside changes to the physical appearance of 
dogs, people also started to make increasingly 
refined changes to their behaviour. The original 
intention behind these was most likely to have 
been to further enhance the work they did for 
us, such as modifying hunting behaviour so they 
would track, herd or flush prey without killing 
it. However, these changes also require enhanced 
cooperation with people so we can tell them when 
to flush and where to herd. As a result, dogs have 
evolved to communicate, interact and eventually 
solicit care from us in a way not only not seen 
in wolves but not seen in any other domesticated 
species (Fig. 1.5). A few examples of this, taken 
from a large and continually evolving body of 
work, are given in Box 1.2.

Exactly how, when and why these traits evolved 
is still being studied and debated. However, what 
is not disputed is that the unique mutualistic 
 behavioural and emotional relationship dogs and 
people share shows how far dogs have evolved 
from their ancestor, the wolf, and so how important 
it is that we no longer look at the behaviour of the 
wolf when trying to understand our dogs. Doing so 
would be the same as using chimpanzee behaviour 
to explain that of human beings. The species may 
be related, but they are no longer the same.

Fig. 1.1. Sight hounds have evolved as supreme hunters. Their head shape and eye position heighten their ability to 
locate and focus on prey, and they have light frames and long legs making them very fast. Photograph courtesy of 
Laura Wyllie Dog Training.

Fig. 1.2. Large, powerful and intimidating dogs would 
have been valued for protecting livestock and the 
homestead, and have evolved into modern- day mastiff 
and other guarding breeds. Photograph courtesy of 
Laura Wyllie Dog Training.
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Fig. 1.3. Extreme brachycephaly gives dogs a child- like appearance that triggers us to care for them. Photograph 
courtesy of Laura Wyllie Dog Training.

Fig. 1.4. The facial musculature of the dog has evolved 
to make us want to care for them. Photograph courtesy 
of Laura Wyllie Dog Training.

Fig. 1.5. Dogs and people have developed a bond not 
seen in other species. Photograph courtesy of Laura 
Wyllie Dog Training.
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