Dear Bootsie,

My person says that I’m the smartest animal in the world.  Yet I’m constantly hearing from other sources that some species, which I will not name, are more intelligent than canines.  What is your unbiased opinion?

Signed,  One Smart Pup

Dear Smart Pup,

Alright, the research is in and I am forced to admit that (me-ow!) dogs are pretty intelligent people.  Studies done in recent years are concluding that domestic canines have cognitive abilities far beyond what was previously believed.

Just last April, biologist Friederike Range, of the University of Vienna, opened the Clever Dog Lab.  There, she conducts cognitive research with canines, using computer touch-screen technology.  Range’s Border collie, Guinness has learned to distinguish between differing landscape images, dog breeds and a variety of human faces.  When she touches the correct image with her nose, she receives a food treat.  Of course, one might expect a highly intelligent Border collie to master a computer.  When the lab was opened to the public, townspeople flocked in with their canine companions.  “So far,” Range says, “only one or two animals have shown no interest in the computer.  For most of them it’s a blast.”  The canine imaging experiments are revolutionizing cognitive research, because for decades, only birds, apes and seals were studied in this manner.

In a more complicated learning test, Guinness demonstrated for 40 dogs of various breeds, how to pull a rod with her paw to receive a treat.  For half the dogs, she carried a ball in her mouth during the demonstration and for the other half, she did not have the ball.  The observing dogs then had a chance to individually give it a try.  Almost all of the dogs who had observed Guinness perform without the ball, pulled the lever with their paws, as she had done.  But surprisingly, most of the dogs who had seen Guinness perform with the ball in her mouth, chose to pull the lever with their teeth.  Rather than blindly copy her actions, they reasoned that she had pulled the lever with her paw, only because her mouth had been full.  They chose to use the more natural action of pulling the lever with their mouths. Range believes that this is the first proof of “selective imitation” being used by a non-human animal.

In 2003, an experiment was done at Eotvos Lorand University’s Department of Ethology in Budapest, Hungary.  Dept. Head Vilmos Csanyi, conducted a study involving hand-raised wolf cubs and domestic puppies.  At about 4 months of age, each canine was given the opportunity to retrieve a piece of meat by pulling on a rope.  Both the dogs and the wolves were able to do this successfully.  But when the rope was anchored to prevent the treat from appearing, it was a different story.  While the wolf pups tugged endlessly on the ropes, the domestic pups quickly gave up and sought their humans for assistance.  They understood that another way to get the meat might be to receive direction from their person.  As Csanyi says, dogs are “very motivated to cooperate with and behave like people.”  

Juliane Kaminski of the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig, Germany would agree. “When it comes to understanding human behavior, no mammal comes even close to the dog.”  They “can do things that we long believed only humans had mastered.”  Dogs are better able than even highly intelligent apes, to interpret human gestures, such as a pointing finger or a simple eye movement.  In an experiment done with both chimpanzees and canines, a researcher held up two containers.  One was empty, the other held food.  When the scientist pointed to the full container, the dog looked inside for the food, whereas the ape appeared confused by the hand signal.  In a continuation of the experiment, when the researcher simply stared at the filled container, the dog reacted positively.  But if the scientist gazed above the container, the dog would not react.

How does this research apply to your own canine companions?  Tamar Geller, dog trainer and life coach has this to say: “A dog is a living creature with a hungry mind and a great capacity for love and gratitude – as long as you keep her interested and excited about life.”  She continues, “Did you know that your dog is capable of learning up to one hundred fifty different words?”  Geller suggests teaching your dog words for everything that goes on in your daily lives.  If your pet understands words such as “drink,” “go potty,” or “come in,” how much easier will life be for you?  And how much more enjoyable for your dog, when she understands what you want her to do.  Geller has friends who have taught their dogs to find a particular pair of shoes saying, “find the flip-flops,” or to “bring the Daily News,” as opposed to “bring the Journal” (a dog can learn to distinguish between newspaper wrappers).  “Think of your dog as a sponge,” she says, “willing to take everything in and eager to learn new things.”

Love,   Bootsie

Quotes from Tamar Geller are excerpted from her book, The Loved Dog: The Playful, Nonaggressive Way to Teach Your Dog Good Behavior.
