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If you want to do a good job as 
a dog trainer, you need to have 
some knowledge of your subject, 

the dog. What does he see? What 
does he hear? What does he smell? 
How does he learn? Most important 
is; how does he communicate? A 
little information on these topics will 
make your job much easier and will 
take your training project to higher 
degrees of excellence.

His Origins and 
Evolution

DNA studies have shown that all 
dogs have evolved from the Eur-
asian gray wolf. The first archaeo-
logical evidence of domestic dogs 
indicates the earliest domestication 
at approximately fourteen thousand 
years ago. Since that time, the dog 
has proven himself to be a skilled 
and talented adapter to the company 
of humans. In contrast to most other 
mammals, the dog has continued to 
increase in numbers and geographic 
expansion.
During the early portion of the dog’s 
domestication, man was basically a 
hunter/gatherer with an uncertain 
and unpredictable food supply. The 
dog’s earliest value to man prob-
ably lay in guarding, hunting, and 
herding, three behaviors natural to 
the dog. The dog probably also had 
great early value as an emergency 
food supply. That would have ruth-
lessly driven a selection process 
favoring the most valuable dogs in 
terms of function, intelligence, and 
communication skills. Dogs evolved 
to excel at reading and anticipating 
what people wanted or intended to 
do. They became masters at read-
ing a person’s body language, eye 
movements, and intentions. Those 
that did not ended up roasting over 
the village fire in times of food short-
age. The dogs that had the most 
value were the dogs that survived 
the longest. With an evolutionary 
history like this, a dog is not capable 
of willful disobedience, a character-
istic that many trainers seem prone 
to attach to the dog.

His Basic Nature
The world of dogs is poorly under-
stood and greatly distorted by myth 
and folklore. It is also distorted by 
a lack of research and valid infor-
mation. Until recently, the dog has 
been virtually neglected by the ani-
mal behavior research community. 
There has been more dog behavioral 
research conducted in the past ten 
years than was conducted in the pre-
vious one hundred years. A number 

of myths have been dispelled.
A major myth is the importance 
of dominance in a dog’s life and 
social structure. The traditional 
picture we have had of dominance 
in dogs was derived from observa-
tions of wolves in contrived, artifi-
cial packs in very large pens. The 
advent of modern radio tracking 
devices has allowed detailed stud-
ies of wolf behavior in their natural 
environment. We have found that 
the typical wolf pack is eight to ten 
wolves consisting of a dominant 
breeding pair and prior years’ off-
spring. It operates as a cooperative 
family group. The old dominance-
and-subordinance model is a highly 
questionable concept in light of 
today’s knowledge.
Some groundbreaking research that 
challenges traditional dog lore has 
been conducted by Brian Hare of 
Duke University. Dr. Hare’s research 
has upended a number of traditional 
views of dogs.
Here are some excerpts from The 
Genius of Dogs by Brian Hare and 
Venessa Woods (Plume Books, 2013).
In wolves, with the exception of 
very large packs, a single breeding 
pair is dominant to everyone else. 
This pair uses their dominance to 
suppress the breeding of other pack 
members. Dominant female wolves 
are aggressive all year round and 
use unprovoked attacks to prevent 
other females from mating.
Younger and subordinate pack 
members are usually the offspring 
of the breeding pair from previous 
years.
To earn their keep, juveniles help 
their parents raise the next gen-
eration. Juveniles bring back food 
to pups after a successful hunt and 
protect the pups while their parents 
are hunting.
Feral dogs have a different system. 
While some feral dog groups have 
a dominance hierarchy that predicts 
priority of access to resources such 
as food and mating partners, this 
hierarchy is not as strict as in wolves. 
There is no dominant pair that leads 
the group. Instead, the leader of a 
feral pack is the dog who has the 
most friends. When the pack decides 
where to go, they do not follow the 
most dominant dog; instead, they 
follow the dog with the strongest 
social network.
It appears that the traditional view 
of dominance and subordinance has 
limited bearing on dog training.

The Dog’s Intelligence
The very small amount of research 
that we currently have suggests that 
dogs are very smart in a comparison 
with other mammals, including pri-
mates. Here is what Brian Hare and 
Venessa Woods have to say in The 
Genius of Dogs:
Dog’s cognitive ability relative to 
other animals

Genius
-Comprehending visual gestures 
-Learning new words Remarkable
-”Talking” through vocalizations 
and visual signals -Understanding 
an audience’s perspective -Copying 
others’ actions -Recruiting Help
Here is what Hare and Woods say 
about comprehending visual ges-
tures:
Wolves might be better than dogs at 
trial-and-error learning, but no one 
would argue that wolves are easier 
to train than dogs.
A dog will always learn from a hu-
man faster than a wolf, because dogs 
have evolved skills to read our com-
municative signals. While working 
dogs might be more skilled at using 
human gestures as a result of either 
training or human selection for this 
skill, all dogs are skilled at using 
human gestures. Even shelter dogs 
and breeds not intentionally bred by 
humans are skilled at using human 
gestures.
It was suspected that dogs are more 
socially skilled than primates and 
wolves because they (dogs) are 
heavily exposed to people through-
out their lifetime. In a surprise 
finding, young puppies with little 
exposure to humans are as skilled 
at using human gestures as adult 
dogs are.
This research says that dogs are 
extremely attuned to learning from 
people and that dogs have an innate 
talent on the scale of genius with 
respect to responding to directional 
cues from people. That tells me that 
our traditional retriever-training 
models are ten times more compli-
cated and ten times more lengthy 

than they need to be. Many tra-
ditional training models actually 
interfere with learning in a smart 
dog.

The Dog’s Ears
A dog’s ears are approximately 
four times more sensitive than a 
human’s ears. Thus, the sound a 
human can hear at twenty-five 
yards, a dog can hear at one hun-
dred yards. The sensitivity of the 
dog’s hearing has two powerful 
impacts upon his training and 
upon his gundog job. Number one 

is the relative ease with which his 
ears can be damaged by too much 
noise. If his ears are four times more 
sensitive than yours, then they are 
four times more susceptible to dam-
age from the loud noise of a shot. 
When you are shooting, be careful 
of the location of his head relative 
to the muzzle blast of your shotgun. 
Be very careful in metal-pit blinds. 
If you keep your dog down in the 
bottom of the pit while shooting, he 
will go deaf quickly. Try remaining 
seated in the pit while the other oc-
cupants are shooting, and you will 
understand the intensity of the noise 
levels. Multiply that volume by four 
for a dog’s ears.
Another factor to consider is the 
volume of your whistle. If you train 
the dog to respond to a high-volume 
whistle blast when he is close to 
you, then when he is two hundred 
yards away, he is not going to get 
the volume of whistle for which he 
has been trained. When you read the 
section on cue discrimination, you 
will learn that during initial training 
and during all work within thirty 
to forty yards, the whistle volume 
should be quite low. I frequently 
use a simple, forceful “hiss” noise 
produced by forcing air over my 
tongue instead of a whistle when the 
dog is inside thirty to forty yards. A 
“hiss” is also very handy when you 
are fumbling around, looking for 
your whistle.
A further pertinent factor is how the 
dog uses his ears to locate a downed 
bird. All dogs have inherited from 
their wolf ancestors a propensity to 
use their ears to locate prey. A good 
account of this behavior is given in 
Canadian author Farley Mowatt’s 
1963 book, Never Cry Wolf, a story of 
Mowatt’s summer spent observing 
a small pack of arctic wolves near 
the Arctic Circle. Mowatt found 
that most of the wolves’ summer 
diet consisted of mice, and that the 
wolf has a very stylized, inherited 
behavior for mouse hunting.
When a wolf hunts mice, he simply 
does a few stiff-legged bounces in 
the brush to stir up the prey. Then 
he stops and listens. When he hears 
a rustle, he focuses on it with a few 

The Dog

Buy The Book
Absolutely Positively Gundog Training: Positive 

Training for Your Retriever Gundog
by Robert Milner

Buy The Book: Thanks to 
Robert Milner we have 
and excerpt from his great 
book Absolutely Posi-
tively Gundog Training,  
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