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SOCIAL PAIN IN DOGS



Natural forces of attraction in nature

PHYSICS
Gravity

Electromagnetism
Nuclear forces

BIOLOGY
Social
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Adaptiveness of sociality and
social connectedness

1. Benefits of group living
Safety, parental care, food 
acquisition, and mate 
procurement

2. Health and longevity

Why did sociality evolve?
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For social animals, being 
socially separated greatly 
increased the chances of 
starvation and predation 
death.

Result: strong selection 
pressure favoring those 
who were motivated to 
be socially connected.
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Adaptiveness of sociality and
social connectedness

1. Benefits of group living
Safety, parental care, food 
acquisition, and mate 
procurement

2. Health and longevity

Why did sociality evolve?

2. Health and longevity
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Evolutionary mechanisms
There are only a few possibilities to 

motivate social togetherness:

Current evidence: social 
affiliation and attachment 
activates reward mechanisms 
in the brain

SOCIAL PAIN

REWARD

PUNISHMENT

Pleasant feelings to reward 
physical closeness

Unpleasant feelings to 
punish physical separation



Causes of social pain include:
l being isolated
l being excluded
l being rejected
l being ostracized
l unwanted separation from 

a social partner
l grief associated with the 

death of a close companion 

Recent research indicates that 
social pain is:
l One type of emotional pain
l Social pain is a basic emotional 

response of mammalian brains and 
evolved as a signal that one’s 
connections to others are 
weakening or lost and to motivate 
the repair and maintenance of the 
connections to others that are 
needed for the individual’s health 
and well-being and for the survival 
of one’s genes.

SOCIAL PAIN



Social isolation
l has been shown to be one of 

the most reliable and potent 
stimuli for producing a stress 
response in social mammals

l is widely used as an 
experimental model for 
inducing stress



Evidence of shunning and ostracism used for social 
transgressions in nonhuman social species

THIS FEELINGS-BASED MECHANISM IS USED 
AS PUNISHMENT BY ANIMALS IN NATURE



DUAL MECHANISM
for forming and maintaining 

social affiliation/connectedness

PLEASANT FEELINGS
Pleasure
Security 
Comfort

UNPLEASANT 
FEELINGS

(SOCIAL PAIN)
Loneliness

Insecurity/fear

REWARD PUNISHMENT



COMPARING PHYSICAL PAIN 
AND EMOTIONAL PAIN





Recent research in the neurosciences has 
revealed that unpleasant social emotions 

are a form of pain

3 lines of evidence:

1. 
Shared 

neuroanatomy and 
neurophysiological 

mechanisms

3. 
Methods for 

alleviating one type 
of pain alleviate the 

other

2. 
Shared sensitivity 
to both types of 

pain



1. Shared neuroanatomy and 
neurophysiological mechanisms

Humans: the same brain regions where 
physical pain is processed are activated 
by social pain.

Animals: Manipulating the 
physical pain-processing 
regions of the brain also 
alter expressions of 
social pain.



2. Shared sensitivity to both types of pain

Conclusion: Those who were more sensitive to physical pain 
were also more sensitive to the pain of social rejection.



3. Methods for alleviating one 
type of pain alleviate the other

1.  SOCIAL SUPPORT

TREATMENTS
2.  PHARMACOLOGIC





PHYSICAL vs EMOTIONAL PAIN:

WHICH HURTS MORE?



ELICITING A STRESS RESPONSE

Two types of aversive stimuli shown to initiate stress responses: 

Of the two, PSYCHOLOGICAL factors have been demonstrated to 
be the MOST POTENT STIMULI for eliciting stress response

PHYSICAL vs EMOTIONAL PAIN:
WHICH HURTS MORE?

PHYSICAL 
heat, cold, pain, disease, injury, 
pruritus, electric shock, etc

PSYCHOLOGICAL 
anxiety, fear, conflict, social 
isolation, lack of control, 
unpredictability

PSYCHOLOGICAL 
anxiety, fear, conflict, social 
isolation, lack of control, 
unpredictability



In one study an electrified grid was placed between 
puppies and persons to whom they had formed a social 
attachment. The puppies crossed the grid, receiving 
shocks the entire way, to reestablish contact with the 
person.

In another study, infant rats were removed from their mothers 
and placed on the opposite side of an electrified grid. The 
mother rats could hear their pups’ distress vocalizations, but 
to reach them required walking across the active grid. The 
mother rats crossed the grid, picked up the pups, and carried 
them back across the grid to their nest, receiving constant 
electric shocks in both directions.

PHYSICAL vs EMOTIONAL PAIN:
WHICH HURTS MORE?



Scarlett

PHYSICAL vs EMOTIONAL PAIN:
WHICH HURTS MORE? SCARLETT’S ANSWER



PHYSICAL vs EMOTIONAL PAIN:
WHICH HURTS MORE?

SOCIAL PAIN vs HUNGER
Capuchin monkeys separated from their social companion and given 
a choice between food and companionship.

Result: most monkeys (4/7) chose social companionship over food 
even after lengthy periods (22 hr) of food deprivation, suggesting 
that social deprivation was more aversive than food deprivation to 
most of the monkeys.



Egeland & Sroufe 1981 

Compared the effects of emotional neglect alone to emotional 
neglect accompanied by physical abuse in children

EMOTIONAL NEGLECT ALONE

EMOTIONAL NEGLECT  +  PHYSICAL ABUSE

MORE 
HARMFUL

?
?

MORE 
HARMFUL

Postulated: the attention provided by the physical abuse, 
though unpleasant, has a positive effect which makes the 
whole experience better than emotional deprivation alone

WHY?

PHYSICAL vs EMOTIONAL PAIN:
WHICH HURTS MORE?



It has become obvious that the 
main objective of torture is not to 
inflict physical wounds or injuries; 
on the contrary, the objective is to 
leave psychological wounds. 
Indeed, even the real purpose of 
physical torture, which does bear 
physical scars, is to have a major 
impact on the long-term psyche of 
an individual…

Emotional pain as torture





DOGS: A HIGHLY SOCIAL SPECIES
Strong need for canine companionship



ATTACHMENT WITH HUMANS

IMAGE
WITHOUT 

RIGHTS 
TO USE

Widely accepted:
One of the most 
important effects of 
domestication of the 
dog has been a 
strengthening of the 
attachment to humans.

<a href='https://www.freepik.com/photos/woman'>Woman photo created by cookie_studio - www.freepik.com</a>



Topál et al (2005) investigated whether dog and wolf 
differences in the ability to form attachments with 
humans was a result of environment or genetics.

Results: Even after extensive socialization, wolves 
do not show patterns of attachment to humans 
comparable to those observed in pet dogs.

Conclusion: The most plausible hypothesis is that 
dogs have evolved a capacity for attachment to 
humans that is functionally analogous to that 
present in human infants.

Gácsi et al (2001) studied the propensity with which 
dogs in shelters form attachment relationships with 
people.

Conclusion: Dogs show “a remarkable readiness to 
form attachment relationships.”  Results support that 
dogs living in rescue centers have a high need for 
social contact with humans and that this need can lead 
to relatively rapid formation of attachment to a 
potential attachment figure.

Evidence supports: Domestication strengthened the 
dog’s social attachments with humans



Evidence supports: Domestication strengthened the 
dog’s social attachments with humans

Now generally 
accepted that 
the dog’s need 
for human 
companionship 
is at least equal
to the need for 
fellow canine 
companionship. 

Now generally 
accepted that 
the dog’s need 
for human 
companionship 
is at least equal
to the need for 
fellow canine 
companionship. 



AT LEAST EQUAL… However, some recent evidence suggests 
that the strength of the dog-to-human social bond has actually 
surpassed that of the dog-to-dog bond. 

“dogs prefer humans over conspecifics 
as social partners” (Topál et al 2005; Gácsi et 
al 2005; Miklόsi 2007; Horowitz 2011; Prato 
Previde & Valsecchi 2007)

“The most important social interaction for dogs is 
human contact rather than contact with conspecifics.”
(Magnan et al 2009)

“dogs’ attachment to people is often more
intense than attachment to individuals of 
their own species” (Bradshaw 2011)



EVIDENCE THAT DOGS FORM STRONGER BONDS WITH HUMANS

Dogs housed alone showed high 
stress levels that were lowered 
by 90 minutes per day of human 
companionship (walks), but not 
by housing the dogs in pairs.

Physiologic stress levels in dogs were alleviated 
in the presence of a familiar human but not in the 
presence of a familiar canine companion.



EVIDENCE THAT DOGS FORM STRONGER BONDS WITH HUMANS

Dogs showed more contact 
seeking behavior toward an 
unfamiliar human than toward 
a housemate dog.

Given a choice between canine and human 
companionship, dog puppies chose the 
human over the canine, whereas the wolf 
puppies made the opposite choice.



So what did domestication do to the dog?

“evolution's solution to ensured nurturance might have unintentionally 
produced a lifelong need for social connection and a corresponding 
sense of distress when social connections are broken.”

Current evidence suggests that this development 
was greatly amplified in the domestic dog



HOW WOULD EVOLUTION CREATE A 
STRONGER BOND?

MAKE THE 
REWARD 
BIGGER:

INTENSIFY THE 
PLEASURABLE 

FEELINGS FOR BEING 
SOCIALLY CONNECTED

MAKE IT FEEL 
BETTER TO BE 

TOGETHER

MAKE THE 
PUNISHMENT 

WORSE:
INTENSIFY THE 

UNPLEASURABLE 
FEELINGS FOR BEING 
SOCIALLY SEPARATED

MAKE IT 
HURT MORE 
TO BE APART



The uniqueness of canine social pain
Dogs appear to be the only species with a highly 
enhanced predisposition to form bonds with two 
different species: their own kind and humans.

what does canineSo…
loneliness feel like?



The uniqueness of canine social pain is 
that it may be, as a result of 

domestication, the most intense social 
pain of all animals – including humans.
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Social pain as a cause of
problem behavior in dogs



Email:
It was 2 years ago today that 
Josie came to live with us.  

I had to share the picture of 
what I came home to one day 
after being gone for about 1 
hour.  The chair that is in front 
of the TV is usually where I'm 
standing to take the photo.  
And yes, that's her you see in 
the bottom of the picture.  
Let's just say it's been an 
eventful 2 years!  LOL!!

SEPARATION ANXIETY



DUAL MECHANISM
for forming and maintaining 

social affiliation/connectedness

PLEASANT FEELINGS
Pleasure
Security 
Comfort

UNPLEASANT 
FEELINGS

(SOCIAL PAIN)
Loneliness

Insecurity/fear

REWARD PUNISHMENT



PRIORITIES IN RESOLVING PROBLEM 
BEHAVIOR CAUSED BY SOCIAL PAIN

Treatment involves two priorities: 
(1) Alleviation of emotional pain 
(2) Modification of behavior

The two do not always go hand in hand

When it is, the behavior 
is often undesired by the 
pet owner and, hence, 
treatment is sought

Emotional pain is frequently, but not always, seen 
as a change in behavior



By focusing too much 
on the behavior…

If the motivation for an unwanted 
behavior is an unpleasant feeling –
such as fear, anxiety, separation 
distress, loneliness, or boredom –
then punishing or blocking the 
behavior may stop the behavior, but 
any untreated underlying emotional 
distress will allow suffering to 
continue, and possibly worsen.

PRIORITIES IN RESOLVING PROBLEM 
BEHAVIOR CAUSED BY SOCIAL PAIN

When we care about a 
suffering person or a 
person in pain we are not 
really interested in this 
person's behaviour. Our aim 
is not to eradicate the 
behaviour; instead our aim 
is to eradicate the awful 
thing that [elicits] the 
behavior.

Lennart Nordenfelt, PhD 
Animal and Human Health and 

Welfare: A Comparative Analysis
(2006)



By focusing too much 
on the behavior…

May not address the 
pet owner’s concern 
fully, or quickly 
enough.

If the motivation for an unwanted 
behavior is an unpleasant feeling –
such as fear, anxiety, separation 
distress, loneliness, or boredom –
then punishing or blocking the 
behavior may stop the behavior, but 
any untreated underlying emotional 
distress will allow suffering to 
continue, and possibly worsen.

PRIORITIES IN RESOLVING PROBLEM 
BEHAVIOR CAUSED BY SOCIAL PAIN

By focusing too 
much on the 

emotional pain…



Implications
1. Housing

2. What constitutes abuse and neglect – Actions/inactions 
causing emotional pain

3. Training and discipline – “no physical punishment” –
punishment in training that uses emotional pain, e.g., 
rejection or isolation

4. Emotional pain may involve health and obesity issues

5. The domestic dog’s enhanced potential to experience social 
pain should be approached as would be expected for caring 
for an animal with an enhanced sensitivity to physical pain

6. Breeding for human bonding – increased capacity to suffer

Implications of social pain for dogs





Happiness and Personality 
in Animals

Suffering

What Is Distress? 

Psychological Trauma

Disorders in the Aging Pet

Farm Animals 

Horses

Shelter Animals

Captive Birds

Treatment of Emotional 
Distress and Disorders

Evolution of Feelings 
in Well-being

Relationship Between 
Mental and Physical 
Health

Positive Welfare 
Experiences

Animal Quality of Life 
in Veterinary Medicine

Benefits of Personal 
Control

Benefits of Social 
Contact

Mental Illness in 
Animals

dr.frank@bestfriends.org

THE ENDS


