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Do our dogs love us? 

My family has a slight obsession with my dog. I personally perceive my dog as if he is a 

smaller and slightly hairier person. As a child, I spent lots of time imagining what my dog's 

persona would be if he could speak. My dog is a stout, little, white, Scottish West Highland 

White Terrier. I would imagine him insisting on wearing a kilt and speaking in a hearty Scottish 

accent. I'd also imagine him to have a Napoleon complex, looking out the window, barking 

insults at the larger dogs saying, “Aye! Get ye dirty paws off me land!” (When he met any of 

these dogs in public, he scampered away with his tail under his legs.) I realize that I may be 

humanizing my dog completely. My dog perceives the world far differently than the way I do. 

However, to what extent? Does my dog reciprocate my overabundance of love? Does my dog 

have a human-like affection for me or is he just conditioned to know that showing affection gives 

him a better chance of obtaining food? Millions of Americans have dogs as pets, but most people 

in society don’t really know how exactly our dogs see the world. Ultimately, I believe that my 

dog, somewhere in his rough Scottish heart, truly has affection for me and perceives me as an 

important part of his pack. 

In order to tell if my dog loves me or not,  I first must  describe what “what is love”? 

This question has been pondered many times ranging from Shakespeare’s masterpieces to one hit 
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wonder, Dee Dee Halligan’s number one single. Although the term “love” is used ubiquitously in 

popular media and in everyday life, the term is actually quite ambiguous. In this case, I will be 

using Merriam's dictionary’s definition of love or “a deep affection for someone/something 

else”. 

Dognition was a major force in catalyzing the modern day field of dog psychology. 

Dognition is a company launched by Brian Hare of Duke University. This company asks owners 

to collect data on their dogs through web based experiments that the owners conduct at home. 

Hare uses this data to amass a database of various behaviors and traits in dogs. They conducted a 

wide variety of experiments from testing if dogs would yawn when their owners yawned to 

seeing if dogs understand pointing as a means of communication. This company, made possible 

by 21st century technology, helped to fuel the modern day field of dog psychology. This is a 

game changer in dog psychology, because scientist  can now easily create a sample size large 

enough to draw logical conclusions about how our furry friends perceive us (Haglage 1). 

Many researchers now believe that dogs, through selective breeding, have obtained 

cognitive skills to be able to understand what humans are thinking. Brian Hare, the author of The 

Genius of Dogs and founder of Dognition, revealed that dogs used inferential reasoning, making 

an inference based on data, when communicating with humans. They use inferential reasoning 

by observing hand motions and tones and drawing conclusions based on these gestures.  To 

understand how dogs perceive tone, Hungarian researchers conducted an experiment in which 

people said “Hi Dog” in a low and high tone. When told to perform a task of fetching a ball, the 

dogs were far more likely to retrieve the ball to the person speaking in a high voice compared to 

speaking in a low voice (Lunau 4). This is because dogs associate high voices with praise and 
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low voices with anger. Tones and hand gestures are vital for our dogs to understand us. The mere 

fact that dogs are understanding gestures demonstrates that humans and dogs have a 

cross-species communication. This demonstrates a foundation of intelligence from which more 

complex emotions, such as affection, can be formed. 

However, there is evidence that dogs may be able to understand actual words, not just 

tones. We all know that dogs can’t produce words, but through new research, dogs were found to 

comprehend more than 1000 human words. Attila Andic, a neuroscientist at Ethos Loran 

University in Budapest, experimented on dogs using an FMRI. They recorded dog’s brain waves 

while in the machine saying  meaningful words like,”good boy!” or meaningless words like “as 

if”  or “the” in the same tone. The dogs processed the meaningful words on the left side of the 

brain, while they processed the meaningless words and tones on the right side of the brain 

(Alvarez 1). (Humans also process tones on the right side of their brain while actual words are 

processed in the right side of our brain.) When meaningful words were said in a praising tone, 

the reward center lit up. This demonstrates how dogs have a better understanding of the nuances 

of human speech than previously believed.  Furthermore, the results showed the human voice 

activates  the reward center. The reward center activates the release of “love” hormones like 

dopamine and oxytocin in dogs (Alvarez 1).  These are the same hormones which cause feelings 

of happiness and affection in humans.  

Dogs can also perceive human emotion. In order to prove this, scientists trained dogs to 

sit still on a FMRI to identify how a dog’s brain responds to voices.  Each type of emotional 

sound-laughter, yelling, or crying-lights up a different part in a dog’s brain. Attila Andic of 

MTA-ELTE Comparative Ethology Research Group and her colleges trained 12 dogs to lay on 
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the FMRI. The dogs were played sounds of people yelling, screaming, and laughing. They also 

played dogs the sound of barking, yipping, and yelping. When dogs heard dog voices, the 

primary auditory cortex, which helps to detect sound was activated. The same area lit up for 

human voices. The same area lit up more for happy sounds like yelling or laughing than sad 

sounds like crying or yelping. This shows that there is a uniform emotional response to happy or 

sad sounds among species, demonstrating that dogs understand our emotions (Sanders 1). 

Another experiment, conducted by Juliane Kaminski of the University of Portsmouth, 

suggested that dogs have theory of mind, or the ability to understand other’s beliefs, desires, and 

points of views (Merriam Webster Online). I have personally noticed that my dog is cunning. He 

cries for dinner even when he was already fed and tricks us into feeding him twice. To prove that 

dogs understand us enough to try to trick us, Kaminski put dogs in either a dark or light room 

with their owners. The owners instructed the dogs not to eat the treat. The dogs were four times 

as likely to eat the treat in the dark than in the light (Norton 1). This demonstrates that dogs 

know that humans cannot see them in the dark and are therefore less likely to be caught if they 

ate the treat in the dark. This indicates that dogs understand our thoughts and points of views. 

Dogs have a much more clear view of the human world than previously imagined.  

Domesticated dogs, who live with humans, are much more attuned to human thoughts as 

well. A study done by Oregon State tested how pet dogs, shelter dogs, and wolves would act 

while begging humans for a treat. In the experiment, one human was looking at them, one was 

looking away from them, and one was reading a book while holding a treat. Shelter dogs and 

wolves begged equally from each person. However, the domesticated dogs were far less likely to 

beg when the person was busy, implying that dogs are taking in our perspective  when 
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interacting with us (Lunau 3). This proves that dogs can pick up on cues that we don’t want to be 

bothered, which is more advanced than many human toddlers. This demonstrates how our dogs 

are quite emotionally intelligent.  

However, the debate in the field of dog psychology continues if dogs have high 

emotional intelligence and are simply adept at picking up cues for the sole purpose of survival or 

if these dogs have obtained an emotional connection similar to the human emotion of affection.  

Everytime we leave the house, we catch a glimpse of Obi’s fluffy face rested on the 

window sill, morosely watching us back out of driveway.  Every time we return, he sprints over 

to us, jumps and kisses our faces as if he hadn’t seen us in years.  Many owners report their dogs 

crying or appearing sad when they leave. Other owners report their dogs barking or breaking 

things when they are left alone. Many owners believe this behavior is spiteful and the dog is 

taking revenge on the owner who left him alone. However, researchers believe that this response 

is more like an infant’s response to when their parents leave them. Dogs see humans like infants 

see their parents. This type of connection is called the “Secure Base Effect”. The Secure Base 

Effect states that children need their parents to confidently perform. A new study by the 

University of Veterinary Medicine in Vienna demonstrates the Secure Base Effect in dogs.  The 

study examined the dogs when presented with treats. The first trial the owner attempted to have 

the dogs perform tasks. The tasks were performed with efficiency.  The scientists performed the 

experiment for a second time, except this time they had a stranger presenting the treats. This 

time, there was virtually no reaction by the dog to the stranger. They concluded that the dog 

needed its owner to confidently perform (Marti 1277). This demonstrates that dogs see humans 

as their “security” similar to the way how human infants perceive their parents.  
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The first thing I realized when I started my research is that dogs are not human. This may 

seem silly but I have treated my dog like he was a human for his whole life. I dress him up and 

he struts around the neighborhood in a Sherlock-Holmes-like trench coat in the winter. I also 

have extended conversations with my dog, although he usually does not have much to say in 

return. I am convinced from my overabundance of love that my dog now views himself as the 

alpha dog. A dog that sees himself as an alpha is often stubborn. They paw you in order to get 

you to play with them, nudge you to be petted, and sit in high places, and more (Millan 1). Obi 

exhibits all of these behaviors.  Obi refuses to come, stay, sit or shake although he knows how to 

do all these tasks since he was taught them as a puppy. When he wants attention, he jumps on 

you and hits you with his nose until he receives the attention that he is entitled to. He also 

perches on the arm of the  chair, looking over his dominion of the living room as if he is a lion. 

Although much of the evidence shows that the majority of dogs require their dogs for security,  I 

believe that my dog sees himself as the boss and therefore views himself with an aire of 

superiority towards me.  This type of behavior does not necessarily mean that Obi doesn’t have 

affection for us, but he specifically might not have the Secure Base Effect, since he sees himself 

in a position of power and doesn’t need us as a security blanket. However, other dogs that were 

raised in an environment where they perceived themselves as a part of the pack instead of the 

head of the pack, would have this “Secure Base Effect”. 

Many scientists in the past believed that jealousy was unique to humans. This was 

supported because scientist believed that only humans (and some primates) have theory of mind. 

However, recent research shows that dogs have elevated signs of aggression when their owners 

display affection such as hugging other animals or humans (Harris and Prouvost 2).  In my 

http://thescienceexplorer.com/nature/do-dogs-see-us-masters-or-parents
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personal experience, when any member of my family spends more time with each other than 

with my dog, my dog would jump on us and cry until he received the attention that he demanded. 

Jealousy is believed to be a complex emotion, so this displays that dogs have higher intelligence 

than previously believed. Furthermore, Jealousy is caused when a third party threatens an 

incredibly close relationship. This demonstrates that dogs perceive their relationship with 

humans as incredibly close.  

In a study done by Eric Feuerbach of the University of Florida, dogs could choose 

between greeting their owner and an eating a bowl of food. In thirty trials, only one dog chose to 

get food rather than greet their owners. Feuerbach believes dogs are bred to be hopelessly 

attached to humans (Polgár  Mikósi  Gácsi 1). In another experiment, Researchers concluded that 

dogs see their owners like family. Dogs rely on humans for affection, protection, and food. 

Scientists concluded this from a recent study about odor processing in a dog’s brain. Gregory 

Berns, the author of “How Dogs Love Us” used brain imaging to study if dogs are conscious of 

the fact that they are different than humans. In the experiment, dogs were presented with human 

and dog odors. The smell of humans caused the activation of the reward center in a dog’s brain 

or the caudate nucleus (Fisher 1).. They know we are different, because we evoke a different 

place in their brains compared to other dogs (Mezzapesa 1). The reward center is the same part 

of the brain that is activated when humans smell the scent of loved ones. However, Berns also 

claims that dogs associate with us for more than our tendency to drop food to them under the 

table. They simply love the company of their humans. “What we’re finding with the imaging 

work is that dogs love their humans—and not just for food,” Berns says. “They love the 

company of humans simply for its own sake” (Mezzapesa 2).  

http://web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=7&sid=60391282-daff-4e5f-bec5-71f978e6b573%40sessionmgr101&hid=128&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=97360045&db=aph
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=G%26%23x000e1%3Bcsi%20M%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=26176609
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Mikl%26%23x000f3%3Bsi%20%26%23x000c1%3B%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=26176609
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Polg%26%23x000e1%3Br%20Z%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=26176609
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After performing this research, I have come to the conclusion that our beloved pets are 

much more intelligent than previously thought. Our pets get jealous, are cunning, and can even 

process over a hundred of our words. These complex animals are capable of creating the 

complex emotion that we call love. They form an incredibly deep affection for us; their affection 

has even been compared to that of an infant with their parents. Our dogs are bred to be 

hopelessly attached to us.  Obi, in the end, loves me somewhere deep down in his doggy heart.  
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