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MUSIC TO SOOTHE THE CANINE MIND

Psychoacoustic music
proves to calm dogs.

e live in a noisy world. Something is always beeping or
Wbuzzing, clanking or crashing, humming or honking
nearby. We tune out much of the noise pollution, or at least
pretend to, but our dogs come along for the ride of life, too.
And, all this commotion is taking a toll on their physical
and behavioral health.

That’s the premise of the new book Through a Dog’s
Ear: How to Use Sound to Improve the Health and Bebavior of
Your Canine Companion (Sounds True, March 2008, $18.95).
In addition, the authors offer solutions through a series of
music CDs, including Music to Calm Your Canine Companion,
Music for the Canine Household, Music for Driving with Your
Dog ($14.98 each at www.throughadogsear.com).

Joshua Leeds compares the danger of noise pollution for
people and pets to the danger of second-hand cigarette
smoke. He describes the risk of noise to dogs as “canines in
the coal mine,” which references the old technique of using
canaries as indicators of noxious air in mine shafts. When the
birds dropped dead, it was time to get out. Leeds sincerely
hopes we'll heed our-dogs’ warnings sooner than that. He
points to the great number of dogs with behavioral prob-
lems as an indicator of trouble brewing.

An expert in psychoacoustics, Leeds has spent 25 years
studying the effect of music and sound on the human nervous
system. He's on a mission, along with concert pianist and dog
lover Lisa Spector, and veterinary neurologist Susan Wagper, DVM,
MS, DACVIM, to raise awareness in dog homes and commercial
dog care settings about the impact noise is having on dogs.

Wagner explains that noise creates stress for dogs. Their
brains, and ours, instinctually process every sound heard.
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While it happens in mere seconds, the “orienting response” is
when the brain processes a sound and determines what it is and
what do to about it. Unfortunately, dogs often don’t have a
context for everything they hear, which means an overload of
unresolved sound piles up, like when a computer freezes. All
that sound constantly causes both brain and bodily reactions.

“Say you have animals trying to relax or be calm in a
boarding kennel or a veterinary hospital, but cages are slam-
ming. The intercom is going. A vacuum is going. People are
talking loudly,” she says. “That’s constantly interrupting
dogs’ relaxed state because instinctively they have to pay
attention to it.”

Constant alertness from ongoing sound or intermittent
loud sounds is like living in a fight-or-flight state all the
time. “We're walking around with this incredible arousal
of our autonomic nervous system, and that’s got to manifest
somehow—whether it’s gastric reflux, a heart attack, in people,”
says Wagner. “So, I have to believe that ic’s doing something
to our pets as well.”

SOUND AS NUTRIENT

The hybrid field of psychoacoustics studies how sound
affects the physiology of the body. Much of what’s done
today stems from the work of a French ear, nose and throat
doctor named Alfred Tomatis, who spent 50 years looking at
how sound altered the human nervous system. He found
that some sounds excite the nervous system and some relax
it. His conclusion, in short, is that sound is like a nutrient
for the body—much like food.

Tomatis also described the first stage of hearing, “active
listening,” as when the brain assesses risk related to the sound
as well as seeks a pattern, if the sound continues. Once a
response to sound is chosen and the pattern is found, then
the brain moves sound processing elsewhere into “passive

hearing” mode. Passive hearing can ratchet the nervous
system up or down depending on the sound’s structure.

Leeds says there’s too much noise in the world that takes
a toll on human and canine nervous systems alike, and he
firmly believes that this nervous system barrage affects
immune system as well.
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