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A B S T R A C T

Domestic dogs (Canis familiaris) are skilled at reading and correctly responding to human communicative ges-
tures to locate hidden food. Whether they, like chimpanzees, will understand requests for help in retrieving a
fallen object, is not known. The aim of this study was to examine whether dogs show spontaneous helping
behaviour towards a human experimenter that tries to obtain an object that is out of reach. The object at stake
either “accidentally” fell on the floor, or was thrown on the floor by either a familiar (owner) or unfamiliar
human. In order to get a better understanding of individual differences between helping and non-helping dogs,
the behaviour of all dogs was observed by means of continuous focal animal sampling and scored by means of an
ethogram. Personality traits were measured by letting owners rate their dogs on 50 personality adjectives using a
7-point Likert scale. The results demonstrate that six out of 51 dogs showed helping behaviour and did so more
in the accidental (experimental) condition, than when the object was thrown on the floor on purpose (control)
condition (P=0.001). Dogs in general wagged their tail more (P = 0.009) and looked less often towards the test
leader (P< 0.001) in the experimental condition compared to the control condition, suggesting that they ex-
perienced more arousal whenever humans were in need of help. In addition, a principal component analysis
indicated to retain 41 adjectives which revealed five personality factors, in line with previous research, that
accounted for 60.7 % of the total variance. However, the six exceptional dogs had no outstanding personality
traits and were of different breeds suggesting that this did not explain the differences in helping behaviour. We
conclude that dogs appear motivated and willing to help humans, but that the majority does not understand the
source of the problem or how to assist. We discuss this result in light of the previously reported social skills of
dogs and nonhuman primates.

1. Introduction

Being able to offer help is fundamental to cooperation and a key
social skill that humans show even towards complete strangers.
Research has shown that children as young as 18 months old help un-
familiar human experimenters in achieving their goals in several si-
tuations (Warneken and Tomasello, 2006) and even help a nonhuman
agent (Kenward and Gredebäck, 2013). Instrumental helping (i.e., the
tendency to complete another one’s goal) was found to be one of the
earliest emerging prosocial behaviours that children are capable of and
willing to perform. It has been suggested that by the age of two, all
skills necessary to help another individual in overcoming instrumental
challenges are present (Dunfield and Kuhlmeier, 2013).

Despite claims that spontaneous helping behaviour is a uniquely

human trait (Silk et al., 2005), it is known that nonhuman primates in
the wild show helping behaviour in the form of grooming, consolation
or even food sharing (Muller and Mitani, 2005), but also assist each
other during a collaborative hunt (Boesch and Boesch, 1989; Boesch,
1994). Some researchers assume that this behaviour ultimately can be
explained by kin selection (e.g., Clutton-Brock, 2002) or reciprocal al-
truism (Trivers, 1971). However, multiple studies have shown that
nonhuman primates do display helping behaviour towards humans in a
non-competitive set-up, which obviously cannot be explained by kin
selection (Warneken and Tomasello, 2006; Warneken et al., 2007). For
example, it has been observed that chimpanzees spontaneously help an
experimenter that accidently drops an object (which is not of interest to
the chimpanzee) in an out-of-reach task which was the same task used
with infants which we mentioned before (Warneken and Tomasello,
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2006).
Chimpanzees are however not the only species in which helping

behaviour towards humans has been observed. Interestingly, dogs are
able to help people in various situations. They are used during police
acts but can also assist a blind person. This, however, requires a lot of
training and may not reflect natural tendencies towards helping beha-
viour. Helping behaviour in dogs has also been studied in the lab. A
recent study showed that dogs do not behave prosocially towards a
human and do not cooperate in a bar-pulling paradigm where a dog had
to pull a rope together with a human in order for the human to retrieve
a reward. Importantly, in this experiment, the humans were not al-
lowed to communicate with the dogs (Quervel-Chaumette et al., 2016).
However, a study by Bräuer et al. (2013) where communication was
allowed, showed that dogs helped humans in an instrumental helping
task where it was required for the dog to push a button for a door to
open and to provide the human in need access to a room. In a series of
experiments, gazing, talking, commanding, and pointing gestures were
used to make the dog push the button. When food was available in the
to-be-opened room, the dogs pushed the button in almost all trials.
When no food was available, the dogs opened the door in 25%–60% of
the trials, depending on the experimental condition. Dogs opened the
door most frequently when the pointing gesture was used or when the
human communicated naturally to the dogs which entailed no pre-
determined sequence of actions. After examination of the latter com-
munication, dogs were triggered to open the door after the human
reached for the target, moved towards the door, and pointed at the
button or at the target. There was no difference in either helping the
owner of the dog or a stranger which was conflicting with the results of
Kaminski et al. (2011) who found a difference in the behaviour of dogs
towards their owners compared to strangers where dogs had to indicate
where an object was hidden. They found that dogs informed the human
about the location of a hidden object more frequently whenever the dog
himself was interested in the object, however, this seemed to differ
when the human in need was their owner. On the other hand, this
difference was then irrespective of the owner’s past interest in one
particular object (i.e., when given the choice between two objects),
suggesting the dogs had difficulties inferring the human’s goal in the
situation. These studies investigating helping behaviour in dogs have
conflicting results and therefore it is still unknown whether dogs are
able and/or willing to help a human in need. Furthermore, in the study
of Bräuer et al. (2013) and Quervel-Chaumette et al. (2016) the dogs
were trained before the experiments started, in order for the dogs to
understand how to open the door and help the human in need. This
however does not answer the question of whether dogs would sponta-
neously help a human in need and how much of the results could be
explained by training. Additionally, Quervel-Chaumette et al. (2016)
suggested further research was needed where dogs were tested in a
more naturalistic setting and where communication was allowed.

The aim of the present study was to examine whether dogs show the
same spontaneous helping behaviour in the out-of-reach task as chim-
panzees and infants (Warneken and Tomasello, 2006). Our pilot study
suggested that in general, dogs do not help an experimenter (stranger)
in need. However, the pilot consisted of a low number of dogs (N = 11)
who were all very young (< 19 weeks old) and had some methodolo-
gical constraints. We here build on this pilot study and conducted a new
experiment with dogs where we replicate the research from Warneken
and Tomasello (2006). The general set-up and procedure of this task is
thus taken from Warneken and Tomasello (2006) and is straightforward
with two conditions: a human experimenter accidently drops an object
and tries to reach for it, but fails to pick it up (experimental) as com-
pared to a human experimenter who throws the object on the floor and
does not try to reach for it (control). The question is whether or not
dogs spontaneously help the experimenter by moving or picking up the
object and bringing it to the experimenter. In an earlier study by Bräuer
et al. (2013), dogs were first trained to open the door with the button.
The major difference with our present study is that we examined

spontaneous helping behaviour, as was the case in the earlier paper by
Warneken and Tomasello (2006). Would dogs, like the majority of
chimpanzees and infants, spontaneously help a human experimenter in
the out-of-reach task, without being trained to do so, and without a
food reward? Furthermore, if so, is there a difference in personality
between the dogs who show helping behaviour and those who do not?
No study on helping behaviour and personality in dogs has been con-
ducted so far, however, research on human personality indicates that
personality traits may matter as it may be among the factors con-
tributing to individual differences in altruism and could possibly ex-
plain why some individuals help and some do not (Oda et al., 2014).
While one study found that altruism qualities to be part of the Agree-
ableness component (McCrae et al., 2005) another study assigned it to
the Extraversion component of the Five-Factor model (Goldberg, 1990).
Furthermore, it has been shown that extraversion contributed most to
the frequency of altruistic behaviour according to Oda et al. (2014). We
therefore expect dogs who show helping behaviour compared to those
who do not, to differ on the components most similar to Extraversion
and Agreeableness in humans.

Fifty-one dogs together with their owners participated in our study
where they were subjected to the out-of-reach task at their own homes.
Dogs in this study were randomly assigned to either the unfamiliar
experimenter or the familiar owner group, which meant that either of
the two was the test leader and performed the experiment with the dog.
Each dog was then randomly subjected to either the experimental
condition followed by the control condition or vice versa thus all dogs
participated in both conditions. Next to the out-of-reach task, focal
behavioural observations of the dogs were taken during the response
time. Further, owners filled out a questionnaire assesing dogs’ person-
ality, level of training and demographics. We expected dogs to show
more helping behaviour in the experimental condition compared to the
control condition.

2. Methods

2.1. Pilot study

The methods of the main study were based on our pilot study which
is described in detail in the supplementing material. In brief, the aim of
the pilot study was to examine whether dogs are able to display helping
behaviour towards humans. Two tests were performed. The first test
was the out-of-reach task (Warneken and Tomasello, 2006). If the dog
showed the desired behaviour (picking up the object and bringing it to
the experimenter (E1)), this was the end of the session. If the dog did
not show the desired behaviour, the second test was performed. During
the second test, the procedure of the first test was repeated, with a
second human experimenter (E2) demonstrating the desired behaviour.
Immediately after this demonstration, the first test was repeated again,
to examine whether the dog copied the demonstrated desired beha-
viour. A total of eleven dogs of various breeds and ages (range = 12–19
weeks old) participated in this pilot study. Our observations indicated
that out of the eleven dogs that participated in this study only one
showed helping behaviour. Given that the average age of the dogs in
this sample was very young, we decided to treat this study as a pilot,
and repeat the study in adult dogs. For procedural details and a full
description of the results, see the supplementary materials.

2.2. The current study

To examine whether dogs are able to display helping behaviour
towards humans, the out-of-reach task was adopted and performed
(Warneken and Tomasello, 2006; details of the procedure are given
below). In order to be able to compare this data with the data of the
chimpanzees tested by Warneken and Tomasello (2006), the procedure
was kept as similar as possible. In addition, an ethogram was designed
and used to encode and analyse the dogs’ behaviour. Furthermore, a
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questionnaire was designed based on previous questionnaires (Vermulst
and Gerris, 2005; Ley et al., 2009) to acquire basic information about
the dogs (e.g., gender, age, training level, ability to retrieve, etc.) and to
establish data about their personality.

2.2.1. Subjects
After the exclusion of four dogs, a total of 51 dogs (18 of which were

female) of various breeds and ages (range = 1.6–14.3 years old) par-
ticipated in this study. The dogs were classified in different breed
groups according to the Federation Cynologique Internationale (FCI)
and their ability to retrieve (as reported by their owner) was noted (see
Table 1). A complete overview of the demographic data of the dogs can
be found in the supplementary materials (see Table 2). The four ex-
cluded dogs were left out of the experiment due to either circumstances
at the home of the owners which left them unable to execute the ex-
periment according to protocol (e.g., not enough space to perform the
experiment) or due to unwillingness of the dog to participate (e.g., by
showing fearful and avoiding behaviour). Dog owners were recruited
via the distribution of flyers by the authors via social media and in
person at the University of Amsterdam. Participants responded by mail
or a phone call after which an appointment was scheduled for the ex-
perimenter to conduct the experiment at the house of the owner. All
dogs were living with their human owner as pets during testing. Three
dogs also functioned as detection dogs for the police, however they also
lived and were kept as pet dogs by their trainers. The owners took part
in the study voluntarily and signed an informed consent regarding re-
search participation. The owners were present during testing in-
dependent of which condition was performed. They received instruc-
tions about the design of the test. Depending on the condition, the
owners just attended the experiment and assisted with their dog if
needed (experimenter condition) or actively participated in it (owner
condition).

This research was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
University of Amsterdam and complies with the Dutch laws on animal
welfare.

2.2.2. Location
The experiment was conducted at the owners’ homes. This was

decided in order to make participation in this experiment more acces-
sible for the owner and also to examine the dog’s behaviour in his/her
own safe environment. The only requirement for participation was that
the owners had to have a table at which the out-of-reach task could take
place.

2.2.3. Measures
The response time of the trials were timed using a stopwatch and

were filmed with a video camera on a tripod. A blue, clearly visible
pencil case served as the desired obtainable object.

2.2.3.1. Questionnaire. Every owner completed a questionnaire after
the experiment. The questionnaire was composed of two parts. The first
part consisted of questions concerning demographic data of the dogs
(e.g., age, sex etc.) and relevant information such as their ability to
retrieve. The second part consisted of questions concerning personality
traits of the dogs. To obtain information about the personality of the
dogs, we used an adjective-based methodology similar to that used in
the formulation of the human personality Big Five model. A
comprehensive list with 50 personality traits was created by using the
Quick Big Five (QBF) questionnaire (Vermulst and Gerris, 2005)
retaining 19 items which were found appropriate to dogs. The
questionnaire was then supplemented by adding 18 items from the
Monash Canine Personality Questionnaire (MPCQ) from Ley et al.
(2009) in addition to 13 items created by the researchers, see the
Supplementary Methods for the complete questionnaire with all 50
traits. We were interested to investigate whether we would identify the
previously researched five factors to use for further analyses. The
owners were asked to rate their dog on these 50 questions using a 7-
point Likert scale ranging from 1; ‘Not at all present in my dog’ to 7;
‘Fully present in my dog’.

2.2.3.2. Behaviour. Behavioural observations were conducted by three
observers and checked by the main researcher. The behaviour
collection was done by means of video recordings and analysed by
focal animal sampling. The observations included a range of four types
of behaviour, locomotive behaviour reflecting activity and movement,
object behaviour reflecting any behaviours involving the desired object,
interaction behaviour reflecting any behaviour towards the
experimenter/owner and stress/arousal behaviour reflecting behaviour
during stressful, exciting or arousing situations. The full ethogram can
be found in the supplementing materials (see Table 3). Helping
behaviour was defined as “bringing the object closer towards the
experimenter/owner” which could be either by picking up the object
and releasing it within or closer to arm’s reach of the experimenter/
owner or by shoving it towards the experimenter/owner within or
closer to arm’s reach.

2.2.4. Procedure
All dogs were tested in both the experimental and control condition

in which the experimenter/owner accidentally dropped the object or
intentionally threw the object on the floor. The control condition was
added to ensure that the dog’s motivation was to actually help the ex-
perimenter/owner in achieving his/her goal when his/her intention
was made clear and to make sure the dog did not simply respond to the
drop of the object. Both the experimental condition and the control
condition consisted of 5 trials. Thus, each dog performed 10 trials. The
order of the conditions was randomized to control for any effects of
order on helping behaviour. Furthermore, the type of test leader was
randomized as well as whether dogs were randomly assigned to the
unfamiliar group in which the experimenter carried out the task, or to
the familiar group in which the owner carried out the task.

Before the start of the tests, the dog had 10–15 min to habituate to
the object, which was put on the floor, and to get habituated to the
experimenter. After that, the dog was positioned approximately one
meter away from the experimenter/owner with his head in the direc-
tion of the table. Both the experimenter and the owner took place at the
table and the actual out-of-reach task began.

In the experimental condition, the object was accidentally dropped
on the floor by the experimenter/owner and he/she excessively reached
for it followed by three phases: 1) the experimenter/owner gazed at the
object for 10 s, 2) he/she alternated his/her gaze between the object

Table 1
Overview of the sex, group, order (of conditions) distribution, ability to retrieve
and breed group (FCI) of the 51 dogs.

Gender Male 33
Female 18

Group Experimenter 30
Owner 21

Order Experimental – control 23
Control – experimental 28

Ability to retrieve Not able to retrieve 17
Able to retrieve 32
Unknown 2

Breed Group 1. Sheepdogs and Cattle dogs (except Swiss Cattle dogs) 10
2. Pinscher and Schnauzer – Molossoid, Swiss Mountain
and Cattle dogs

3

3. Terriers 9
4. Dachshunds 1
5. Spitz and Primitive types 2
6. Scent hounds and related breeds 4
7. Pointing dogs 1
8. Retrievers – Flushing dogs – Water dogs 9
9. Companion and Toy dogs 7
Unknown 5
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and the dog during the next 10 s, 3) the problem was verbalized by
saying “My pen bag” and calling the dog’s name for another 10 s (see
Fig. 1 and Supplementing video material). Therefore, the dog had 30 s
to respond and to show helping behaviour towards the experimenter/
owner. This procedure was repeated in 5 trials. In the control trials, the
experimenter/owner intentionally threw the object on the floor without
reaching for it. He/she then only looked at it with a neutral facial ex-
pression for 20 seconds. This procedure was repeated for 5 trials as
well. The trial outline and duration was copied from Warneken and
Tomasello (2006).

2.2.5. Measures
2.2.5.1. Helping behaviour. Helping behaviour was coded as ‘1’, and no
helping behaviour as ‘0’ for each trial. For further analysis with
personality, dogs who showed helping behaviour during at least one
trial were categorized as helpers ‘1’ and dogs who did not were
categorized as non-helpers ‘0’.

2.2.5.2. Questionnaire. For the analysis of the personality data we
performed a Principal Components Analysis (PCA) with a Varimax
rotation which is an exploratory statistical method allowing
multivariate data to be expressed more simply by identifying
underlying dimensions that cause correlations between variables
(Tabachnick and Fidell, 2001; Field, 2012). In order to determine
how many components to retain, eigenvalues (> 1.0), scree plot were
used together with a Parallel Analysis (Horn, 1965; O’Connor, 2000).
After the number of components was determined, the PCA was run
again with a fixed number of components and Crohnbach’s alpha was
calculated for each component to assess the internal consistency of the
scale and compared against the minimum level of 0.70 accepted for this
statistic (Tavakol and Dennick, 2011). Component scores were yielded
by the regression method and used for further analyses.

2.2.5.3. Other behavioural observations. Inter-observer reliability was
assessed between the three different observers. The correlations were
acceptable (individual 1 vs. individual 2: Spearman correlation: r =
0.822, p< .001; individual 2 vs. individual 3: Spearman correlation: r
= 0.791, p< .001; individual 1 vs. individual 3: Spearman correlation:
r= 0.746, p< .001). Furthermore, the intraclass correlation coefficient
was calculated and considered to be excellent (ICCaverage measures: r =
0.953, p< .001).

2.2.6. Statistical analyses
2.2.6.1. Helping behaviour. Data (helping behaviour, coded as ‘1’, or no
helping behaviour, coded as ‘0’), were analysed in a generalized linear

mixed model with a Binomial probability distribution. Fixed factors
included Experimental Condition (Experimental, Control), Test Leader
(Unfamiliar experimenter, Familiar owner), Order (Experimental first,
Control first) and Retrieving ability (Able to retrieve, Not able to
retrieve).

2.2.6.2. Other behavioural observations. Apart from helping behaviour,
we analysed the four interaction and stress/arousal behaviours that
occurred most frequently, being, in order of frequency, wagging the
tail, looking at the test leader, panting and touching the test leader. We
computed the relative duration of the behaviour. As this yields
continuous variables, this data was analysed in generalized linear
mixed models with a Gamma probability distribution (Log Link
function, to deal with skewness). Fixed factors included Experimental
Condition (Experimental, Control), Group (Unfamiliar experimenter,
Familiar owner), and Order (Experimental first, Control first). As an
exploratory analysis we also investigated whether in the cases that the
dog attended to the test leader, their attention diverted to the test
leader more slowly in the experimental condition compared to the
control condition and whether gaze latency differed between dogs who
showed helping behaviour compared to those who did not. To that
extent, we measured the time it took to direct gaze at the test leader as
measured from the moment the object hit the floor. Since, this yields a
continuous variable, this data was analysed in a generalized linear
mixed model with a Gamma probability distribution (Log Link function,
to deal with skewness). Fixed factors included Experimental Condition
(Experimental, Control), Helping Behaviour (Yes, No), Group
(Unfamiliar experimenter, Familiar owner) and Order (Experimental
first, Control first).

2.2.6.3. Helping behaviour and personality. Dogs who were categorized
as helpers were compared with dogs who showed no helping behaviour
on the average score of the obtained personality components by
conducting multiple Independent t-tests, using an adjusted p-value
(Bonferroni correction).

2.2.6.4. Other behavioural observations and personality. Again for
exploratory purposes, we conducted Spearmans correlations to
investigate whether there were associations between the behavioural
observations and the personality component scores.

3. Results

3.1. Helping behaviour

Fifty-one dogs each participated in 10 trials, making 510 trials. In
total, we observed 26 instances of helping behaviours (5.1 %) in six
dogs of different breeds.

There were no effects of Group or Order but a main effect of
Condition was observed F(1, 485) = 11.447, p = .001 with helping
behaviour being more prevalent in the Experimental Condition, 20 in-
stances, compared to the Control Condition, 6 instances (Fig. 2). When
only including the six actual helpers, the difference between the Ex-
perimental and Control Condition remained significant F(1, 58) =
11.500, p = .001. Of these six dogs, four were capable to retrieve in
their daily life, according to their owner.

3.2. Wagging tail

A generalized linear mixed model with a Gamma probability dis-
tribution (Log Link function) showed a main effect of Condition, de-
monstrating that dogs more often wagged their tail in the Experimental
Condition compared to the Control Condition F(1, 231) = 6.985, p =
.009 (Fig. 3).

Fig. 1. Example of an experimental trial of the out-of-reach task. The testleader
(top right) reaches for the object (left) after it was dropped.
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3.3. Looking at the test leader

A generalized linear mixed model with a Gamma probability dis-
tribution (Log Link function) showed a main effect of Group F(1, 219)
= 3.919, p= .049 with dogs looking more at their Familiar owner than
at the Unfamiliar test leader. Another main effect of Experimental
Condition showed that dogs more often looked at the test leader in the
Control Condition compared to the Experimental Condition F(1, 219) =
30.767, p< .001 (Fig. 4).

3.4. Latency times

In line with the prolonged looking time at the test leader in the
Control condition, dogs also directed their gaze more quickly to the test
leader (averting their gaze from the object) in the Control condition
compared to the Experimental condition F(1, 268) = 10.911, p =
0.001. No effects of Order, Group or Helping were found.

3.5. Panting

There were no main or interaction effects of Group, Condition or
Order.

3.6. Touching test leader

There were no main or interaction effects of Group, Condition or
Order.

3.7. Personality analysis

A PCA of the overall data set, followed by Varimax rotation, re-
vealed 13 components with eigenvalues greater than one, which to-
gether accounted for 78.6 % of the variance. Examination of the scree
plot suggested retaining up to six components (see Fig. 7, supplemen-
tary materials) and parallel analysis supported retention of five com-
ponents. A PCA was run again with five components where six items
had a factor loading<0.4 after which they were removed together
with three items from which the reliability analyses showed that the
Cronbach’s alpha would increase after removal. Thus, a 41 item-solu-
tion identified similar to Ley and Bennett (2008) was used to identify
five personality components. The five components together accounted
for 60.7 % of the variance and all components had an acceptable
Cronbach’s alpha score, except for component 4 and 5 which were
below the accepted cut-off of 0.70 (see Table 4, supplementary mate-
rials). We labelled the component respectively Amicability, Neuroti-
cism, Extraversion, Self-assuredness and Training focus.

3.8. Helping behaviour and personality

Using independent sample t-tests we investigated whether the six
helping dogs differed on the five personality components compared to
the non-helping dogs. No significant differences were observed (ps ≥
0.15, corrected for five tests).

3.9. Other behavioural variables and personality

For exploratory purposes, we calculated Spearmans correlations to
examine whether the selected behaviours were related to the person-
ality factors. Significant correlations were observed with regards to
component 3 Extraversion and 4 Self-assuredness and wagging tail and
touching experimenter (Fig. 5). Wagging tail correlated positively with
both Extraversion (3) (r = 0.287, p= 0.041) and Self-assuredness (4) (r
= 0.475, p<0.001). Touching experimenter correlated positively with
Extraversion (r = 0.321, p = 0.022).

4. Discussion

Helping behaviour is of key importance for all social species. In fact,
their survival depends on it, as parents from day one on, care for their
young. Apart from raising offspring, many species also help conspecifics
across different situations and humans and chimpanzees have even
been shown to help other species spontaneously (Warneken and
Tomasello, 2009). Apart from anecdotal evidence and case reports (e.g.,
“15 Years Ago Today: Gorilla Rescues Boy Who Fell In Ape Pit,” 2011)
there is to date no experimental study investigating spontaneous
helping behaviour towards another species in other species than

Fig. 2. Frequency of helping behaviours for both the control and experimental
condition. ***P<0.005.

Fig. 3. Mean duration of wagging tail for both the control and experimental
condition. Error bars represent the SEM. **P<0.01.

Fig. 4. Mean duration of Looking at experimenter for both the control and
experimental condition and the familiar (owner) and unfamiliar (experimenter)
group. Error bars represent the SEM. ***P<0.005; *P<0.05.
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humans and chimpanzees. The aim of the present study was to fill that
knowledge gap and examine whether humans’ greatest companions,
dogs, are able to show spontaneous helping behaviour towards them.
Warneken and Tomasello (2009) argued that to be able to display
helping behaviour towards another organism and help them to achieve
a goal, one must have an understanding of what that goal is. In addi-
tion, to be able to help, one must be motivated to help the other or-
ganism in need. The behaviour of the dogs in the present study suggests
that dogs are motivated and willing to help a human experimenter in
the out-of-reach task, but with six interesting exceptions, the majority
did not seem to understand the nature of the goal, or for some other
unknown reason, failed to help.

We observed helping behaviour in 26 out of 510 trials. Helping was
observed in six out of 51 dogs, which counts as roughly 12 %, similar to
the percentage of helping dogs that we observed in our pilot study (one
out of eleven). Interestingly, helping behaviour was more frequently
observed in the experimental condition compared to the control con-
dition. Dogs that brought the object to the test leader did so regardless
of whether it was their owner or a stranger who needed help, which was
also found in chimpanzees (Warneken and Tomasello, 2006; Warneken
et al., 2007), but not in another study involving dogs (Kaminski et al.,
2011). This latter study showed that dogs helped naïve humans to find a
hidden object by showing the location of it. However, they were more
helpful showing the location of objects they were interested in versus
objects they were not interested in. Interestingly, with regards to the
objects dogs were not interested in, they helped their owners more
often than strangers. It was suggested that the mere presence of the
owner could lead to a higher level of arousal and therefore an increase
in indicatory behaviours towards the hidden object. In contrast with
that suggestion, we did not find a difference in behaviours indicative for
arousal such as tail wagging when the owner conducted the task as
compared to when the experimenter did so. Thus, at least in the current
study the presence of the owner did not seem to increase the dog’s level
of arousal. Therefore, it is possible that the motivation of dogs to help
does not depend upon the familiarity of the recipient as our and other
studies indicate (Bräuer et al., 2013; Quervel-Chaumette et al., 2016).
Furthermore, helping behaviour in chimpanzees and human children
does not depend upon the familiarity of the recipient either (Warneken
and Tomasello, 2006; Warneken et al., 2007).

In both the pilot study and the follow-up study, roughly 10 % of the
dogs helped, while 90 % of the two samples did not. To understand
more about why some individuals did and others did not help, we in-
vestigated the personality of the six dogs that showed helping beha-
viour during the main experiment, which we compared with the ma-
jority of the dogs that did not help. To that extent, an exploratory
personality analysis was conducted and five factors were extracted,
which is in line with previous personality research in dogs (Svartberg
and Forkman, 2002; Ley et al., 2007, 2009). Counter-intuitively, no

differences in personality traits were observed between dogs that
showed helping behaviour compared to those who did not. However,
we have to note that the lack of a significant difference may be an issue
of insufficient power, explained by the low number of dogs that helped.
Furthermore, owners were asked to fill out the questionnaire about
their dogs’ behaviour and personality in general which can be quite
different from the behaviour observed during our experiment. For in-
stance, the owners were explicitly asked about previous indices of
helping behaviour. However, it is well possible that these indices did
occur, but were not recognized as such, because the “helping” beha-
viour was misinterpreted as playful or attention-seeking behaviour in-
stead. It is well known that questionnaire data are not the most reliable
source of data and usually the questions in the questionnaire concern
themselves. Filling out a questionnaire for another individual, i.e., one’s
dog, might even be more challenging. For that reason, the questionnaire
data should be interpreted with some caution.

Next to personality, other factors may be at play. Some dogs may
have more experience with retrieving objects than others. Another
factor of interest might be the breed of the dogs. Differences in beha-
viour and sensitivity to human gestures of different breeds have been
reported before in the literature (Mehrkam and Wynne, 2014). How-
ever, the data of the current study is not in line with these interpreta-
tions. The ability to retrieve and breed of the dogs was specified by the
owners. We found no evidence that the six successful dogs were more
experienced or from any specific breed as four out of the six helping
dogs were able to retrieve accounting for 12 % of all dogs able to re-
trieve in this study. Furthermore, the six helpers were of different
breeds; Australian Shepherd, Belgian Shepherd, Labrador, King Charles
/ Kooiker mix, Podengo and Jack Russel / Staffordshire Bull Terrier
mix. These breeds are distributed among four breed groups determined
by the FCI. Nevertheless, it would be desirable for future research to
have a more equal distribution of dogs from different breed groups as
some breeds, such as retrievers, are represented more than others, such
as primitive breeds, in this study and previous research (Mehrkam and
Wynne, 2014).

The level of intelligence could be an underlying factor accounting
for differences in helping behaviour of the dogs where the six helping
dogs had a better understanding of the task than all the non-helpers.
Research in humans suggests that there indeed might be such a re-
lationship. Specifically, the more intelligent an individual is, the more
likely he/she is to act altruistically (Blasi, 1980; Millet and DeWitte,
2007; Proto et al., 2014; Cornwell et al., 2017). This relationship has
also been observed in children (Ma and Leung, 1991). Results from
Jones (2008) indicate that differences in intelligence could be im-
portant drivers of cooperative behaviour where students at different
universities cooperate more often in a prisoner’s dilemma game
whenever their SAT scores increased. Differences in intelligence and
consequently performance on cognitive tasks have been observed in

Fig. 5. Scatterplots displaying the correlation between wagging tail and Extraversion (r = 0.287), wagging tail and Self-assuredness (r = 0.475) and touching
experimenter and Extraversion (r = 0.321).

L. Jaasma, et al. Applied Animal Behaviour Science 224 (2020) 104941

6



different animal species such as chimpanzees (Vonk and Povinelli,
2011; Herrmann and Call, 2012), kea’s and corvids (Auersperg et al.,
2011). Whereas some individuals perform exceptionally well on dif-
ferent cognitive tasks, others do not reach that same level of perfor-
mance. Regarding dogs, interesting case studies with exceptional ca-
pacities have been reported. For example, Chaser, a border collie, was
capable of comprehending 1022 verbal labels for objects and learn new
labels by exclusion (Pilley and Reid, 2011). Chaser was not trained by
their owners at first, but was reported to train his owner to play the
fetching game (Herrmann and Call, 2012). Few studies on intelligence
in nonhuman animals such as dogs have been conducted and contra-
dicting results on the existence of a single general intelligence factor
have been reported (Arden and Adams, 2016; MacLean et al., 2017).
Nonetheless, there is consensus over the need for more research ex-
ploring individual differences and cognitive abilities on multiple tasks
(Arden et al., 2016). The level of understanding of the task could
nevertheless have played an important role in the current study. Pos-
sibly, the six helping dogs were not just more motivated to help, but
had a better understanding of how to help. Not knowing how to help
may have been an inhibiting factor in the non-helping dogs. Further-
more, research on different coping styles used by avalanche dogs
showed that a proactive strategy (i.e., intensive explorative behaviours
and few referential gazes towards the handler) increased the likelihood
of a successful performance in a search trial (Diverio et al., 2017).
Differences in coping styles could have explained the difference be-
tween helping and non-helping dogs. This would possibly have been
reflected in differences between helping and non-helping dogs in the
Extraversion personality component scores as it includes traits such as
explorative, investigative, and curious. However, as mentioned before,
insuffient power due to the limited number of dogs that helped could
have caused the lack of significant differences.

In order to examine behavioural differences between helpful and
non-helpful dogs, next to a personality analysis, behavioural observa-
tions were made during the experiment. Two main effects were found
for looking at the test leader where 1) dogs looked more often towards
their test leader in the control compared to the experimental condition
and 2) they looked more often towards a familiar test leader (owner)
compared to an unfamiliar one (experimenter). This difference in
gazing behaviour has been observed in agility dogs (Marshall-Pescini
et al., 2009) and pet dogs as well (Mongillo et al., 2017). Similar to our
study, these studies also demonstrated that more time was spent
looking at their owner compared to a stranger in various cognitive and
attention tasks. Differences in looking behaviour towards familiar or
unfamiliar test leaders can be deduced from the potential strong re-
lationship between dogs and their owners (Tópal et al., 1998; Gácsi
et al., 2001; Prato-Previde et al., 2003; Palmer and Custance, 2008).
Eye contact between dogs and their owners facilitates and modulates an
interspecies oxytocin-mediated positive loop where oxytocin levels of
the owner rise after their dog gazes at him/her, which consequently
facilitated the owner’s affiliation and oxytocin levels in the dog
(Nagasawa et al., 2015). Furthermore, being in an experimental set-up,
dogs may be more attentive and focussed on their owners and await
cues or commands on what to do in such a situation and engage in
information-seeking behaviour (Kaminski et al., 2011; Horn et al.,
2013; Udell, 2015). Looking more often towards the test leader in the
control condition where the test leader, after the object had been
dropped from the table, looked at the object with a neutral face, could
be due to the dog not knowing how to respond. No action is required
from the dog in such a situation and possibly therefore, they looked
more often at the test leader in order to receive cues or commands on
what to do. This is also in line with the exploratory analysis on looking
latency where dogs in the control condition had a shorter latency
compared to dogs in the experimental conditions. Multiple studies have
indicated that, when faced with an unsolvable problem, dogs tend to
approach humans using their gaze as a communicative signal and hu-
mans as tools to solve the problem (Miklósi et al., 2003, 2005; Hare,

2004). Furthermore, dogs respond to different attentional states of
humans, where eye contact seems to be pivotal, by adapting their be-
haviour accordingly (Call et al., 2003; Schwab and Huber, 2006). These
results indicate subtle differences in behaviour which can occur when
using familiar versus unfamiliar humans in an experimental set-up
when dog behaviour is studied. Future research should therefore take
note of this.

Another subtle difference in behaviour was observed regarding tail
wagging. Dogs more often wagged their tail during the experimental
condition compared to the control condition. Wagging their tail can
suggest that the dogs were more aroused in the experimental condition
(Siniscalchi et al., 2013) where the test leader actively reaches out,
expressing himself/herself verbally and alternating gaze between the
dog and the object and thus makes use of ostensive cues towards the
dog. It has been shown that dogs' activity levels are higher when the
human uses vocal and bodily cues to encourage them in the task at hand
(Bräuer et al., 2013; Udell, 2015). This shows that dogs respond dif-
ferently in the experimental compared to the control condition where
they wagged their tail more and looked less often towards the test
leader, suggesting they were behaving differently and responding to the
communicative behaviour shown by the test leader. Bräuer et al. (2013)
also found that dogs only helped when the human in need commu-
nicated their desire in a naturalistic way. Furthermore, Quervel-
Chaumette et al. (2016) did not find dogs to be prosocial towards hu-
mans (in contrast to being prosocial towards conspecifics) in a food
delivery paradigm, regardless of their familiarity. They suggested that
the lack of communication (which was instructed) of the humans to-
wards the dogs may have been aversive to them, leading them to cease
performing the task earlier compared to the same set-up with con-
specifics. They suggested further studies to examine prosocial beha-
viour in dogs towards humans taking into consideration their potential
responses both with and without human communication.

In the current study, we investigated spontaneous helping beha-
viour of dogs towards humans in an out-of-reach task, adopted from
Warneken and Tomasello (2006), without prior training. The majority
of the dogs in our study did not show spontaneous helping behaviour
towards humans which is partially in line with the results of Quervel-
Chaumette et al. (2016), Kaminski et al. (2011) and Macpherson and
Roberts (2006) but in contrast with Bräuer et al. (2013) and unlike the
majority of chimpanzees (Warneken and Tomasello, 2006; Warneken
et al., 2007). When reviewing dogs’ behaviour in the current study and
previous research, it strongly suggests that dogs are motivated and
willing to help a human experimenter with the out-of-reach task, but
that most of them simply do not understand what the goal is, in contrast
to the chimpanzees studied by Warneken and Tomasello (2006). That
said, it is possible that in that study, the chimpanzees helped because
they had received rewards when performing prosocial behaviours to-
wards humans in the past (Warneken et al., 2007). The same could be
true for the dogs in our study. We cannot exclude that the dogs were not
trained in the past to pick up objects and return them to the owner, nor
if this was ever taught in dog training courses. If a dog was rewarded in
the past for this helping behaviour than it is likely to help in our ex-
perimental setting.

In sum, the current study does not allow us to conclude that dogs are
uncapable of showing spontaneous helping behaviour since we have
observed six dogs in the main experiment and one in the pilot study that
actually did show this behaviour. These dogs brought the object to-
wards the test leader and therefore helped, especially when humans
most needed it. As mentioned before, understanding the task and con-
sequently the desire of the human in need might have been lacking in
the majority of the dogs, an interpretation supported by previous ex-
perimental studies investigating prosocial behaviour in dogs (Bräuer
et al., 2013; Quervel-Chaumette et al., 2016). In these studies dogs were
trained to understand the task in hand followed by a prosocial choice
prior to the experiments. One could argue that the dogs were therefore
instrumentally guided towards the goal, rather than determining it

L. Jaasma, et al. Applied Animal Behaviour Science 224 (2020) 104941

7



themselves and understanding what the human wanted. For that
reason, no training was used in the current study, leading to only six
individuals being able or willing to help in the main experiment. In-
dividual differences, breed and rearing history can shape behaviour
which should be taken into account in future studies investigating
prosocial behaviour in dogs.

Even though the results of the present study suggest that the ma-
jority of dogs are not able to show spontaneous helping behaviour to-
wards people, we cannot conclude that they are incapable of this be-
cause of the exceptions. Therefore, we encourage future research to
continue investigating the (pro)social skills of dogs, taking into account
individual differences, breed, methodology and test leader.
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