brief communication

Social cognition in domestic dogs
- Reading your body or understanding your mind?
Dogs have been shown to outperform various animal species, even our closest relative the chimpanzee, in reading human communicative signals such as pointing and gaze direction1,2. If this skill involves something more than behavioural cue reading remains to be answered. This study looked at dogs’ understanding of human visual perspective as a way to investigate if dogs’ social skills involve an understanding of mental states.
   The evidence that dogs can follow human gaze to an object within their current visual field is not sufficient evidence that they understand that the human is actually seeing something3. The present study therefore investigated dogs' ability to follow gaze to a location behind a barrier, outside the dogs’ current visual field. The results, although not significant, showed an indication suggesting that dogs have this ability but a larger number of dogs have to be tested to draw firm conclusions. 
   It can be argued that the ability to follow gaze around a barrier, only shows an ability to project a line of sight for the other person into the distance4. This ability does not show the degree to which the dogs attribute mental significance to the visual behaviours of others4. Projecting a line of sight could still be possible without understanding the mental experience of seeing5. Understanding past visual access can then be regarded to more reliably indicate if a mental state attribution is involved.

  Only a couple of studies have investigated dogs’ understanding of past visual access6 and the results so far are somewhat ambiguous. According to the results of the present study, dogs’ understanding of visual perspective seems to be limited to the current situation. However, the methods that were based on a study performed on children7, did not only require the dogs to make the inference that the experimenter had not seen one of the toys because she was out of the room when that toy was played with, it also required some understanding of that humans get excited over things that are new to the communicative situation. It is a fundamental property in humans that we get excited over and attend to new things and for the children in the original study this aspect of the study did not seem to cause any problems. Dogs living in a family often participate in complex social interactions and humans’ excitement over novel things might be something that they could have experienced and subsequently learned. This might however be a too broad assumption to make since little is known about the specific social experiences of the dogs in the study. So even if the dogs had an understanding about which toy the experimenter had not seen, they might not have an understanding of why she was excited. The results therefore do not allow us to determine which of the two skills dogs are lacking. Future comparative research on social species in general and the wolf in particular will be an interesting approach to determine if our negative result, is due to lack of the skill or to lack of understanding of the communicative situation.
     The combined results of the two studies indicate that dogs’ social skills involve an understanding of visual perspective but this ability seems to be limited to the given moment; they understand what someone is looking at in the given moment but not what others have seen in the past. Further studies regarding the mechanisms of dogs’ special social skills are needed to understand the cognitive foundation on which these skills are based. Converging evidence from various studies might then allow us to conclude if the emergence of dogs’ special social skills is paralleled by the emergence of more complex representations, that is, if they are reading our bodies or if they actually understand something about our minds. 
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