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The Green-Eyed 
Pooch

Dogs are notoriously jealous when anyone else 
captures the attention of their main person. Here’s 

what’s behind the feeling.   BY TEMMA EHRENFELD

GREEN-EYED 

Dogs may be the 
only animals 

aside from 
humans capable 
of jealousy over 
another species.
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lover, a five-year 
old daschund mix 
rescue, came to 
Kelly and Brandon 
Lisy  as a puppy. 

Although Clover was anxious, it 
wasn’t insurmountable; they adored 
her and calmly moved her to the side 
when she angled to sleep in between 
them in bed. But when they had their 
first baby, June, Clover’s behavior 
“became out of control,” Kelly 
says. The little dog followed her 
everywhere, even when she rose in 
the small hours to go to the crib, five 
feet away, and pick up June to breast 
feed.  “Imagine, every two steps 
there’s a dog right behind me,” says 
Kelly, an early-childhood education 
specialist. “It was annoying.”   

Now June is an 18 month-old 
toddler who grabs dog toys and tries 
to give them to Clover, who flees, 
“circling the room to see how she can 
get closest to us and farthest from 
the baby,” Kelly says. Often Clover 
will land on the “tippy top of the 
couch, so she can be near our heads.” 

Is Clover simply revealing her 
fear of the sea-change in her home, 
infant wails and awkward toddling 
play? Or is she disturbed that love 
she’s been counting on is going 
elsewhere? In humans, jealousy is 
one of the most painful of emotions, 
as I’ve experienced myself, and it is a 
frequent cause of murder. 

Kelly, like most dog owners, sees 
jealousy in her pet. In one British 
study, owners reported jealousy in 
81 percent of their dogs. As no less 
than Charles Darwin noted in the 
Descent of Man, “everyone has seen 
how jealous a dog is of his master’s 
affection, if lavished on any other 
creature.”

Later, scientists wary of 
how humans project our own 
consciousness onto other species, 
haven’t been so sure. In the British 
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Some dogs may be more 
jealous than others.
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survey, owners also saw complex 
emotions like pride and guilt in 
horses, birds, rabbits, rats and 
hamsters. Jealousy has been defined 
as a “secondary emotion”—a mix 
of primary emotions like fear and 
anger, the way purple is a mix of 
primary red and blue. It isn’t obvious  
that we can reliably see such 
complexity in animals.

But jealousy isn’t too complex to 
observe in infants as young as six 
months of age; they frown less when 
their mothers read a book than when 
she ignores them while focusing on a 
lifelike doll.  

To match that test with dogs, one 
California study used a plush toy dog 
that barked, whined and wagged its 
tail.  Researchers videotaped thirty-
six dogs individually while their 
owners ignored them and spent a 
minute petting and talking sweetly 
to the toy dog, paused; did the same 
to a jack o’lantern pail, paused; and 
read aloud from a book that played 
melodies and had pop up pages.  The 
goal was to distinguish between 
jealousy when your person was 
too cuddly with a rival and merely 
wanting her attention. 

This experiment, which riled up 
most of the dogs, was heralded as 
proof of canine jealousy. Although 
the owners had previously said that 
their dogs didn’t tend to become 
aggressive in novel situations, 42 

percent of them snapped at the toy 
dog and about two thirds tried to 
get between their owner and the 
toy. Most of the dogs sniffed its 
plush butt, which the researchers 
concluded meant that they at least 
suspected it was real. The dogs that 
didn’t butt-sniff didn’t push the 
owner or toy or try to get between 
them, which the authors argued 
meant they weren’t fooled. 

It’s difficult to imagine, however, 
that animals known for social 
intelligence and sharp noses could 
ever be seriously misled by a robot. 
Perhaps they were just protecting 

their owners against the bizarre 
toy—and, because the experiment 
took place in their homes, guarding 
their territory. 

Happily, a Hungarian team sniffed 
more and got to the bottom of this 
research muddle. They found dogs 
deemed jealous by their owners. 
Then they set up tests to distinguish 
whether apparently jealous behavior 

could more likely be a sign of 
playfulness, boredom, dominance or 
protecting the owner. 

Their experiments took place in 
neutral territory. They compared 
canine response  to owner attention 
directed at objects, an unfamiliar 
real dog, and a dog from the same 
household. In the end, the team 
backed up the owners: these dogs 
were jealous.

As for Clover, “it’s impossible to 
know for sure,” says Jessica Pierce, a 
bioethicist and author of Unleashing 
Your Dog, “There could be many 
other things going on. But that’s true 

with humans too.” 
Like humans, dogs vary in how 

they display their jealousy or if they 
feel it at all. 

“My dog isn’t jealous,” says 
Jennifer Reese, a writer who works 
at home with her dog while her 
husband goes to the office. “My 
husband gets jealous of the dog but 
my dog is very secure.” 

GREEN-EYED 

1 Keep a notebook to track the 
things that make your dog 
jealous and try to avoid.

2 If you have more than one 
pet, feed separately. Have 
two of each toy for two 

dogs. Don’t pet one without petting 
the other.

3 Praise your dog  
and reward with a treat  
when she’s good. 

4 If your dog is jealous of 
your significant other, have 
that person do the feeding, 

walking, treating, and rewarding to 
form a deeper bond with the dog.

5 Let your dog sit with you 
when you feed and play with 
your baby and include her in 

some of the action. 

6 If you introduce a new 
puppy to the family, don’t 
change your older dog’s 

schedule or routine. 

END THE PAIN

6 Ways To Help Your Dog Deal With Envy

Jealousy evolved in species like dogs and 
humans with multiple dependent young 

competing for parental attention. 
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A dog might geel intensly 
jealous when her human 
partner begins a new 
love affair. 


