
From the desk of Mogens Eliasen, for immediate release  
This article may be reprinted without further permission  
when brought in its entirety, including the bio the end. 
 
January 02, 2008 

BrainWork – a new perspective 
 for dog training 

 
Training of dogs has developed into many directions, also some that 
are far more considerate to the dog and its nature than the old-
fashioned obedience methods that really had no other objective than 
making the dog conform to human standard demands, like a robot.  
However, even the “nicest” of most modern training practices still 
ignore the question “What Is In It For the Dog?” - or provide an 
answer that is too primitive for a smart dog. 
 
Dogs need more than treats and praise – they need meaningful work. 
 

If mental balance is a relevant objective…
Dogs still have most of the instincts of a wolf.  Although it is hard to define 
“instincts” in a simple way, you can think of them as genetically controlled 
mechanisms that link behavior to fundamental needs and the satisfaction of those 
needs, typically through an external sense impression or stimulus.  This is not 
philosophy.  It is biochemistry.   
 
The core of this is that needs do not go away, just because we ignore them or refuse 
to accept them.  Nobody has yet ceased being hungry by not eating.  Or quenched 
thirst by keeping away from liquids to drink.  The same goes for all the dog’s less 
“tangible” needs, such as those that cover behavior we don’t really accept in our 
human society.  The hunting behaviors are the prime candidate here.  But other 
related behaviors, like those connected to travel and territory inspection, not to 
mention the sexual behaviors, are also often neglected or ignored.  Sometimes even 
subject to harsh punishment or negative reinforcement. 
 
It takes no genius to predict that if a dog (or a person, for that matter) suffers from 
serious depravation of satisfaction of fundamental needs of whatever nature, then 
this individual will be stressed and most definitely not assume any state of mental 
balance.  Stress is an important part of getting action started that can lead to 
satisfaction of the needs that are not attended to.  But with individuals in 
confinement, this action cannot take place – and the stress is accumulated and 
enhanced. 
 



A stressed dog is not a nice pet.  This alone should motive most dog owners to make 
sure that they avoid stressing their dog.  And most make an honest attempt in that 
regard.  They are just moving in the wrong direction… 
 

The importance of “meaningful work”?
For people in a human envioronment that is charaterized by them never having 
enough time to do what they like to do, most of their stress is caused by an 
overload of work.  For them, “freedom from stress” means less work; opportunities 
to relax. 
 
And they now transfer that standard to the dog, whose problem is the exact 
opposite! 
 
Wolves are naturally “on the go” some 16-18 hours a day!  Although most dogs can 
do with much less, then they cannot do with just 1 hour a day.  NO dog can keep in 
mental balance on any less than 4 hours of meaningful activity per day, as clearly 
showed by the Swedish dog psychologist Anders Hallgren.  The result of ignoring 
this need is a lot of behavior problems.  In fact, Anders Hallgren’s research shows 
that some 85% of all behavior problems are related to lack of adequate mental 
stimulation.  My personal experience confirms that Anders Hallgren underetimates 
this number…. 
 
An important related observation made by Anders Hallgren (and certainly also 
confirmed by my experience) is that the behavior problems had a significant 
tendency to be worse, not milder, among people who were members of some kind of 
dog association, either a kennel club or a training club.  In other words, people who 
apparently take their dogs more serious than average are prone to experience more 
problems! 
 
It relates to the nature of the stimulation these people give their dogs. 
 
Seriously: How does traditional obedience training promote the use of the dog’s 
natural instincts?  And confirmation training for dog shows? 
 

The wolf’s example
Again, even though we cannot assume that our dogs are simple copies of wolves 
(which they are not), then it still helps us bring some perspective into the picture by 
considering what the wolf does.  How does he spend his day? 
 
First, he travels a lot – some 20-50 km (15-35 miles) a day.  He has to.  He needs 
to find prey.  And he needs to have about 120 encounters with potential prey 
animals before he can hope to get just one meal!  Now, with 2-3 meals a month 
being sufficient, this still means about 10 encounters a day!  It takes a pretty good 
hunter to reach that quota. 



Most of those encounters end with the parties simply departing and leaving each 
other in peace.  Wolves don’t even try to kill healthy prey animals.  They test their 
candidates very carefully through teasing and provocation before they risk a 
dangerous chase. 
 
But we can now already see some very important behaviors: 

- finding the prey – tracking 
- stalking the prey 
- testing the strength and the fight preparedness of the prey (or its health, if 

you want to use that angle) 
 
These are activities the wolf spends hours and hours on every day! 
 
Yes, and then, once a day, in average, he gets one chase – with 9 out of 10 being 
given up quite quickly. 
 

The big treason…
Modern dogs don’t need this – for survival.  But that does not mean that they don’t 
NEED IT! 
 
Remember, we talk about biochemistry in the body. And that biochemistry does not 
change because we feed our dogs… 
 
This means that we need to provide those kinds of activities to our dogs that are 
crucial for the wolf.  Maybe not in quite the quantity the wolf needs – but if we 
ignore them, we can expect trouble. 
 
As you will notice, behaviors like tracking, stalking, and testing a prey animal is not 
work for dummies….  Neither are chasing and killing, but those last two do not 
occupy much of the wolf’s time.  The others do, particularly tracking. 
 
But they do not occupy much of the daily life for any of our modern dogs… 
 
The responsible solution
Of course, as responsible dog owners, we cannot just let our dogs run around on 
their own, chasing whatever other animals they encounter.  But we can certainly let 
them use their brains on tracking and search.  Fortunately, their instincts don’t care 
about what is being tracked, so human foot prints are as good as animal foot prints. 
 
Also stalking and testing prey is really a matter of exercising good judgment as a 
result of measured provocation.  This involves judging a situation and making a 
decision.  Can we provide that?  Absolutely!  It comes completely naturally when we 



do NOT make the dog perform in accordance with a predictable program, but let it 
use its skills under unpredictable circumstances! 
 
I know – this does not leave much room for standard performance programs of any 
kind, not even the standard police dog training programs that do involve some use 
of the dog’s hunting behaviors – but not of its brain… 
 
Dog need this stimulation of their brains, just as the wolves do.  Wolves get it 
naturally, but dogs can only get it when we arrange adequate opportunities for 
them.  I am tempted to call that “training”, but I don’t want it messed up with 
traditional training of any kind, so I will refer to it as BrainWork.
What makes BrainWork different from “training” is the fact that we do not know the 
specific outcome – and we have no desire to control it in detail either.  This, of 
course, makes BrainWork totally useless for the person who aims at obtaining a 
well-defined performance at a competition trial of some kind. 
 
But it makes it perfectly adequate for the dog’s natural instincts and needs, so we 
can obatin a very effective mental balance that impacts the dog’s behavior on all 
other frontiers, creating a much calmer, happier, and observant companion. 
 
With BrainWork, the dog still needs results – and rewards.  Otherwise, the behaviors 
are unsustainable.  And we also want to be able to push the degree of challenge all 
the time.  The simplest way of enabling this is by teaching the dog some 
fundamental communication and performance tools, which we then can use 
repeatedly in constantly changing environments, providing new and, for the dog, 
unpredicatable challenges all the time.  So, we are not eliminating the need for 
training.  We are just changing the scope of it, so it becomes a tool for our ability to 
provide meaningful work, not for obtaining robotic performances. 
 
And the best part? 
 
BrainWork is much more fun than “training”, also for the owner! 
 
Mogens Eliasen 
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