
 

Copyright © 2017 by Attila Márton 

Sociology of Dogs 

 

Educating Humans on Dog Welfare 

 

 

The general interpretation of education is usually taken to mean all those years we spent 

attending school in the past. Education in the sense of animal welfare activity is usually 

an extra element. But there is nothing as effective as education when it comes to dealing 

with these widespread but often well concealed problems. Ignorance is harmful, and 

there are important reasons why we need improved education on these matters. 

 

Small Country, Big Achievements 

In March, the Lithuanian Kennel Club hosted its second international workshop in Vilnius, 

the capital of the country, on the key topic of animal welfare and protection-related education. 

Lithuania is located in the Northern part of Europe, and you might wonder why the kennel 

club of such a small country convenes an international conference with speakers from all 

around the globe. The answer is simple: because the president and the team from the kennel 

club’s education centre are passionate about this topic, and from their point of view, education 

and the sharing of knowledge is absolutely vital. 

The two-day event welcomed speakers on a really international scale, listed here in order of 

their presentations: Kim Leblanc (Canada), Jenni Nellist (UK), Helle Friis Proschowsky 

(Denmark), Sean Delmar (Ireland), Daiva Kvedarienė (Lithuania), Markku Mahonen 

(Finland), Annika Klang (Sweden), Christa Bremer (Germany), Maria Amelia Taborda 

(Portugal), Maria Grazia Miglietta (Italy), plus myself. 

Besides enjoying marvellous hospitality, and a fantastic audience, I can honestly state we all 

participated in a really important and valuable think-tank. 

 

Different Countries, Common Sense 

Undoubtedly each country faces different animal welfare problems, operates in varying social 

and cultural environments and conditions, yet the above-mentioned conference repeatedly 

revealed really similar or absolutely identical messages. There were three common ideas 

echoing in almost every speech.  

Firstly, that sharing information and effectively proven methods is more fruitful and valuable 

and we must ensure it is more widely acknowledged and put into practice. Secondly, the 

future generation has a key role to play in the existence or the extinction of future animal 
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welfare problems, thus their education is absolutely vital. Last, but definitely not least, it is 

important to take the mental health of animals into consideration besides the usual physical 

needs because behavioural issues or inappropriate circumstances cause as much trouble as 

physical damage, and in some cases possibly even more. 

 

One Dog, Much to Learn 

Education covers much more than simply attending school, having specialisation in a course, 

or participating a workshop. You can call anything ‘education’ if it gives you new knowledge 

that remains with you permanently, and alters your way of thinking and behaviour.  

When you read a book or an article that alters your point of view, when you have a short chat 

with your neighbour and you gain a different focus on certain things, and when you take part 

in a debate that strengthens your ideas. All of these may have an educational effect if you are 

open to receive something new. 

 

Behaviour is a key element as a decision-making process, and includes social skills. The 

quality of social skills defines how well we handle conflict. Any decision-making process 

initially needs information, what we might call knowledge, regarding a specific matter. 

Additionally, we need to learn to adapt our understanding and to apply our social skills; these 

help us form decisions about any specific situation. If we only know a small amount about a 

certain subject or situation, it is harder for us to make a carefully considered decision, and the 

consequences can therefore be uncertain. 

 

The complexity of knowledge we need to possess simply to keep a pet is vast. Or should be. 

Initially there is the major question whether one is capable of maintaining the right 

environment and proper care suitable for the needs, the temperament and the individual traits 

of the dog we choose. Do we know if we even have the right personality to keep a dog? 

Training a dog to adapt to human habits also demands deep and thorough knowledge, and 

includes being able to handle situations caused by a dog that misbehaves. Different 

knowledge and tactics are needed if the dog is a fluffy puppy struggling through its learning 

process, or if the dog in question has socialisation issues, or even if we are talking about an 

adopted dog from the shelter with an unknown past and possibly hidden flaws. 

A responsible dog-owner ought to know the biological needs of the dog as well. What to feed, 

how to detect the first signs of any illnesses, what to do in case of an accident, when to run to 

the vet, how to give proper care following surgery, and so forth.  
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Keeping a dog—if one decides to do it well—demands a lot of study and is a continual 

ongoing process. (Just to quickly add: besides the theoretical knowledge one needs to study 

the personal nature and traits of the individual dog too.) 

But what happens when all this necessary knowledge is missing? 

 

The Impact of Ignorance 

Animal welfare is packed with different types of problems with different causes. With a root 

cause analysis, eventually we almost always will discover ignorance as the main trigger at the 

very core of the matter.  

Dogs get kicked out of their home basically because their presence cannot be maintained any 

longer. This scenario can stem from various reasons. Sometimes a person totally 

miscalculates what it takes to keep either that particular breed, or any breed of dog. Lack of 

knowledge about behaviour and training can consequently lead to an unmanageable problem 

causing a fall in the quality of life of the owner or family, and the most effective way is to get 

rid of the dog that runs amok and turns everything upside down. This is often seen as the 

easiest solution, easier than attending a school, hiring a trainer, reading some books and 

taking the trouble to fix what went wrong.  

Animal health is another matter, and that’s not talking about abused animals for the moment. 

There are many dogs suffering physical injuries or long-term, even hidden health problems 

due to improper care and life conditions, lack of proper exercise, unsuitable nutrition, and the 

rest of a very long list that could go on. 

The mental health of dogs is another area which is rich in misunderstandings, negligence and 

ignorance. A dog can adapt to almost any way of life and can be cheerful even if in the long 

run, that life causes the dog mental harm. For example, many pet keepers have not the 

slightest idea that their overwhelming love towards the beloved pet can even cause anxiety 

leading to psychosomatic disorders. The complete and complex behaviour of dogs can also be 

misinterpreted. The best example would be dog attacks against either humans or other 

animals. The majority of these incidents happen at home, the statistics show, so it is certain 

those households could not meet the criteria for understanding both the behaviour of the dog, 

and how to avoid such situations.  

Confrontation with the environment is not uncommon either. Think about debates with 

neighbours or other dog walkers in the park. 
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The list of all these challenging situations could just go on and on, and in the majority of 

cases, when we discover where a problem originates, we usually reach one conclusion: if only 

we had known better...  

 

Challenging Knowledge 

Nevertheless, accessible knowledge and scientific studies on animals, and animal welfare is 

easy to acquire. Never before we have had access to such a huge amount of in-depth 

knowledge on animal welfare, the behaviour of animals, behavioural change, biology, and 

genetics. During the last ten years, for instance, experiments on the behaviour of dogs has 

rapidly evolved. Regardless of all this accessible knowledge, the sad reality shows that the 

more knowledge the human race possesses about animals, the less eager we are to learn. This 

is the irony of the educational activities of recent times. 

 

The Internet boom has changed our habits step by step, and turned everyday routine upside 

down, including such small—though still important—elements of life such as gaining 

information and knowledge. It is so convenient and practical to be able to Google a complex 

issue and immediately find a list of answers. It is really easy and comfortable to swipe 

through a smartphone to check the news or join in with fiery online debates. 

Once upon a time, when one decided to find out something, it took so much more effort and 

brainwork to delve into the topic, collecting facts, making notes, considering, thinking. Now 

everything is ready to be digested. You do not really need to collect pieces of information, 

think, consider and put the small pieces together. Just check what is presented right in front of 

you. Besides skipping the brainwork, this incredible amount of information also contains a lot 

of junk. False information, unprofessional advice, and amateurish ‘professionals’ can be 

found all over the virtual platform, so we need to exercise good judgement when we research 

online.  

 

Spread the Knowledge, Change the World 

The quality of knowledge defines many things on the level of both the individual and society 

as a whole. It includes the social skills needed for solving problems and dealing with 

situations, the way someone thinks and acts either ethically or detrimentally, and also covers 

unwritten rules such as whether it is good to keep a pet as a status symbol, neglecting any 

further considerations, just to pick up one example out of the thousands others out there.  
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The behaviour of a properly-educated individual builds our culture. These individuals will 

form a society that has norms and their standards will influence all the problems a society 

needs to face, struggle with, or attempt to solve and fix.  

Telling an individual, or a particular segment of society that they are wrong and need to be 

educated is never easy but this challenge should not deter anyone committed to animal 

welfare. 

Just as we gain new knowledge about our car or our favourite plants in our garden, the same is 

true about our dogs. They are part of our life and our environment. Lacking knowledge about 

them and how to handle situations they get into or cause, only triggers further problems. 

Understanding them, their behaviour, the way they operate, exist, and knowing their needs are 

essential if we want to be responsible dog owners. 

As dogs are supposed to learn how to blend into our everyday lives, we ourselves ought to 

learn how to play our part in that process. 

 

Attila Márton 


