Great Expectations: The Perfect Dog

| was speaking with a new client the other day and they asked me a question few have asked before:
“What do you think is the perfect dog?” They were concerned their dog’s VERY normal behaviour was
not good enough; that their dog needed to be beyond reproach and wasn’t XYZ behaviour bad?

| asked them why they thought the dog’s behaviour was bad.
“A popular TV trainer said so.”

Oh boy. Now THAT is a can of worms | won’t be opening in this article. What | can speak to though, is
that the dog world is FILLED with myths, old habits and ideas about how dogs should behave. The social
pressure is intense. It happens at the dog park, through television and internet media and through
family and friends. The perfect dog heels all the time with ease, never barks, would not even think about
chewing something or defecating in the house and who tolerates all people, places and things -
especially other dogs. The perfect dog is always someone else’s.

Honestly? These things are not the things | look at for a Good Dog. | could not care less if your dog heels.
| do care if they are dragging you around like a freight train. | do not care if your dog barks in NORMAL
situations. | care that they are not problem barkers due to chronic frustration or separation issues. | care
that they do not bite or cause harm to other animals or to people. | care that they feel safe and loved in
their everyday lives. | care they are not fearful when being handled, groomed or vetted. THESE things
are about safety and quality of life for both human and canine.

My dog, Shebang, does not heel. | have trouble walking, so | take her to off leash areas where she can
run. So heeling on leash around the neighbourhood is not important to me. She LOVES to bark in
training class and is very talky. She resource guards mildly with other dogs. She is occasionally reactive
to some dogs. All normal behaviour. Could | change these things? Sure. Are they a priority to me? Not
really.

What makes her awesome? She is social with most people and dogs. She comes when she is called -
even if there is a negotiation about being leashed back up. She has a fantastic “drop and leave it”. She is
able to be handled for vet care safely. She is safe to have in the neighbourhood and can be left alone at
home or in the van without difficulty. | let her on the furniture. | let her jump on me in play. | have silly
growly conversations with her every day.

As a trainer, people EXPECT my dog to be perfect. She is not. Know that we trainers really don’t expect
your dogs, or you, to be perfect. We only expect you to care and to work on the things that need work.

Your dog, to live in the world, needs to be a safe part of society, but they do not have to love all dogs or
people, go to the dog park if they do not like it, or be a perfectly trained anything. They are a dog. They
are going to bark, dig, run, eat things they should not and just BE dogs. Concentrate on your dog being
the best dog they can be as THEMSELVES. Train the things YOU need or want. Train to enrich your dog’s
life and to engage them but do not train because you THINK your dog should behave perfectly. They are
already perfect. So are you.
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