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Synopsis: The Animal Ownership Interaction Study


Annually, up to 1.5 million dogs are euthanized across America. “In truth, the only crime that these innocent animals were guilty of is that they were homeless – and their punishment was death!” ~ Dr. Michael Good, DVM, Atlanta, GA

Most people who rescue a dog through adoption do so with every intention of providing a home for life and having a faithful companion; but that hoped for relationship doesn’t always work out as anticipated. 

Canine misbehavior unacceptable to the human owner can break the human-canine bond and result in the owner’s decision to get rid of the animal. A responsible owner will relinquish their dog to an organization like The Simon Foundation; an irresponsible owner may abandon it

Together, relinquishment and abandonment are big contributing factors to the nation’s canine euthanasia problem; a problem that has no has no single solution. 

The Center’s inaugural study by renowned canine behaviorists and co-investigators Dr. Nicholas Dodman (Tufts) and Dr. James Serpell (UPenn) believe that part of the overall solution is timely preventive action based upon better understanding of how the human-canine bond is broken by communication—both vocal and sensed—between the human and canine.

Research confirms the amazing level of communication—vocal and sensed—between humans and dogs. Human and canines share common “voice” regions within the brain that allow dogs—like humans—to understand subtleties in human voice tones that express a psychological and emotional state. Canines also possess amazing cognitive abilities and share many of the same emotional experiences as humans, such as jealousy. Research is also proving that the dogs’ extrasensory perception and ability to sense their environment, such as detecting cancer or an imminent seizure in a human, far exceeds that of a human. Dogs may be non-judgmental, but they feel and react.

Because of the unique relationship between humans and dogs, and perhaps the ability of dogs to understand us humans better than we understand them, Dr. Dodman and other canine behaviorists believe that a dog’s unacceptable behavior (misbehavior) is quite possibly a direct result of their human’s emotional or psychological state; it is exactly this aspect of human-canine interaction that the Center’s inaugural Animal Ownership Interaction Study is investigating over a 2-year period, hopefully with more than 10,000 dog owners.

Drs. Dodman and Serpell hope to discover more about how human emotions and psychological states can influence and cause unacceptable canine behavior that breaks the human-canine bond. With more knowledge and understanding, trainers, veterinarians and behaviorist may be able to better help dog owners who seek preemptive intervention before abandonment or relinquishment of their companion dog.

Drs. Dodman & Serpell also believe the results of their investigation may lead to supporting better matches between adopters and dogs to insure lifelong bonding.

