
n 1914, in western Germany, just south of 
Cologne in a city called Bonn, archaeologists dis-
covered a grave containing the remains of a man, 
a woman, two dogs and some household goods 
from roughly 14,000 years ago, the Paleolithic 

age. It is, to date, the oldest known dog burial in the 
world. A sweet story, all things considered.

In February 2018, the story became even sweeter. 
Upon re-examination of the dogs’ remains, veterinar-
ian and archaeologist Luc Janssens found that the 
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“People have been thinking about that for a long 
time,” says Stanley Coren, a psychology professor at 
the University of British Columbia. “Evolution has 
designed young things so that rather than having an 
urge to attack, we get an urge to protect, and it does 
this through signs of what we call neoteny.”

Neoteny is defined by the retention of juvenile 
features—in other words, looking young. In mam-
mals, it’s about the physical shape and attributes of 
the face, such as big, low-set eyes, along with a short 
nose and short chin, all common characteristics you 
find in puppies as well as in juvenile humans, chimps, 
cats and all manner of other species. Even when dogs 
are fully grown, we are still drawn most to the ones 
that look the puppiest. In a recent study at Barnard 
College, associate professor Alexandra Horowitz ex-
amined what people prefer when looking at side-
by-side pictures of the same dog with one version 
slightly altered. Among the results was the finding 
that participants “preferred dogs with larger eyes, 
a commonly noted juvenile feature; smaller jowls, 
as opposed to bulging cheeks; and larger space be-
tween the eyes.”

The power of neoteny goes beyond animals that 
exist in the real wold, extending to characters we in-
vent in the make-believe one. “You see it in cartoons,” 
Coren says, and he also adds the evolution of teddy 
bears. “[At first] they looked like regular bears, and 
the adults thought it was nice, but the kids didn’t 
take to it until they shortened the face on the bear 

and made it neotenized. Then it’s twofold: it looks 
more like them, and it also means it’s not going to 
hurt them.” Mickey Mouse went through a similar 
softening and humanizing from his earliest, much 
mousier iteration to his familiar, lovable one.

Neurobiology plays a role in all of this too—in a way 
that has at least some similarity to the biology of in-
toxication. “Dogs hijack the human-bonding pathway 
that is normally reserved for our babies,” says Duke 
University associate professor Brian Hare, author of 
The Genius of Dogs. “When dogs and owners stare at 
each other, it increases the [hormone] oxytocin in both 
the dog and the owner, which makes them feel good.” 
The next person who comes over to pet your puppy 
with an apologetic “I just couldn’t resist” is most likely 
telling the neurochemical truth. And why would they 
want to if it means a nice oxytocin hit?

Further evidence suggests that another reason we 
love puppies is that they behave a lot like human 
children. Spend five minutes around a puppy, and 
you’ll likely see numerous familiar traits on display: 
exuberance, curiosity and what seems like an end-
less thirst for playing, not unlike toddlers.

We talk to our puppies the way we talk to our 
own young too—and they respond. That ridiculous 
baby talk we use even if other people are watching? 
Turns out it’s actually what your pup wants to hear. 
Researchers don’t exactly know why this is the case— 
but really, does it matter?

 Puppies’ problem-solving strategies are also 

younger of the two pups, aged 27 or 28 weeks, had 
been sick for about the final third of its life, suffer-
ing from what’s known as canine distemper, a nasty 
viral disease that thankfully has become rare today. 
What this finding suggests is that, since dogs of that 
time served little tangible use to humans, its owners 
had likely developed a strong emotional attachment 
to the puppy and their empathy for it fueled weeks 
of intense care-taking that would undoubtedly have 
been laborious and expensive.

Long story short: it appears we’ve been obsessed 
with these flipping puppies forever.

Want proof of the power of the puppy? Give any 
social-media app even a cursory glance, and you’ll 
soon see the manifestation of puppy love in seem-
ingly endless ways: puppies barking at their re-
flection in the mirror; puppies nibbling the ears of 
brothers from another mother; puppies under the 
Christmas tree wrapped in red bows; puppies in sun-
glasses steering cars while “listening” to Drake. Want 
to goose those likes on Instagram? Hold a puppy 
while doing literally anything. Want your tweet to 
go viral? Catch a puppy pawing a springy door stop-
per, and it might end up on the Daily Mail’s website. 
PSA: have at least one puppy pic in your online dat-
ing profile. Better yet, have four.

But . . . why?
Why are we so obsessed with these small, clumsy 

creatures that, 14,000 years later, still don’t offer 
much in the way of everyday utility?



and breath haven’t had time to develop odors via in-
fections or plaque, and they’re often still drinking 
their mother’s milk. Similar to inhaling the sweet 
smell of a baby’s head, it’s a sense of purity we seek 
and find on a molecular level. 

There may even be survival benefits in our love 
for pups. Researchers say that the bonding pathways 
a dog engages increase our levels of beta endorphins 
and dopamine, a type of reward hormone, as well as 
serotonin, often referred to as the happy-brain chem-
ical. This same neurological activity happens when 
we fall in love. There’s further evidence that such 
feel-good chemistry can reduce the risk of heart at-
tack. Perhaps the key to a healthy ticker is threefold: 
eat well, exercise often, own a puppy.

 similar to those of a 2½-year-old child: when facing 
a challenge, the child and the puppy will both look at 
the problem and then look to an adult for guidance, 
whereas, say, a wolf—the dog’s distant cousin— will 
hammer away at the problem without so much as a 
thought to ask for help. Our reaction—immediately 
providing the help that’s being sought—is another 
example of humans’ impulse to nurture and care for 
small, cute things. The difference, of course, is that 
our children grow up, while our dogs, even the smart-
est ones, forever retain the cognitive abilities of a 
child who’s not yet in preschool.

“All dogs are Peter Pan,” says Coren.
Our connection to our puppies even extends to 

something as primal as sleep—and the impact is mu-
tual. In 2017, the Mayo Clinic confirmed that having a 
pup in the bedroom actually helps humans sleep bet-
ter. And in 2016, Harvard psychologist Deirdre Bar-
rett told People magazine that puppies, when dream-
ing, are most likely dreaming of you—yes, you.“It’s 
likely your dog is dreaming of your face, your smell 
and of pleasing or annoying you,” she said.

There is also the unlimited—and entirely free—
entertainment a puppy provides. Watching one stare 
out the car window or examine corners of the liv-
ing room is enough for most. But when they crank 
up the cuteness to 11, it’s often when their legs and 
paws and nose start traversing a foreign terrain—
snow, leaves, shredded newspaper—and their steps 
become uneven. They trip; they stumble; they mouth 

each other’s necks; they eat things they shouldn’t; 
and they seem awfully interested in waddling any-
where at all, no matter the danger. 

It’s all adorable and comical, but there’s more to 
it. Much of this behavior is in preparation for adult-
hood, just like children’s play. That neck-gnawing or 
insect-pawing, it’s a learning process to help ready 
themselves for later in life when they’ll need to know 
how to fight and (they’re predators, remember) how 
to kill. Even if most domesticated dogs won’t ever 
actually have to look after themselves, their instinc-
tual development forges ahead. 

Another powerfully human quality puppies 
have—or at least seem to have—is empathy. Ever 
cried in front of your pup? Ever simply sat mood-
ily? Chances are she came running or stayed put and 
knew exactly what you needed: those eyes. And when 
you’re happy, well, they’re … so happy too oh my gosh 
let’s play c’mon! 

Some experts suggest that this may be nothing 
more than a handy illusion, that dogs are more self-
interested than they seem. When you’re sad, you 
seem different, and that’s threatening to dogs, so 
they huddle close for their own reassurance. Still, if 
their empathy is an illusion, it’s a sweet one. “There’s 
a reason they’re the perfect pet,” Coren says.

Finally, admit it, there’s the puppy smell—difficult 
to define but impossible to mistake once you’ve ex-
perienced it. And, once you have, you want it again 
and again. The reason is pure science: puppies’ skin 
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HOW MUCH IS THAT DOGGIE IN THE WINDOW? SOMETIMES A LOT

If puppies inspire hope, they deliver a sort of hu-
mility on a minute-to-minute basis too. They care 
about your feelings but not about your designer la-
bels. They don’t care if you’ve got a Prius or a Porsche, 
as long as it’s headed to the park. It’s refreshing. Pup-
pies aren’t concerned with likes or shares, stocks or 
shareholders, and they’re not much interested if your 
six-pack is under your shirt or in the fridge. There is 
no impressing puppies. Having your love and loving 
you back is really all they need. 

“Sometimes, you might find your puppy staring at 
you and wonder what they want,” Hare says. “They 
actually don’t want anything. They are just hugging 
you with their eyes.”

Maybe we should all be buried with our dogs. •

$3,000
Purchasing a purebred pup  

could run anywhere from $500 to 
several thousand dollars, and that 

usually doesn’t get you extras 
like spaying or shots. Adopting 

from a shelter is much easier on 
the wallet; rates vary by location 
but range from $50 to several 

hundred dollars.

$890
The average annual costs  
of owning a dog varies by  

the size of the pooch. According  
to the ASPCA, recurring medical 

expenses like vaccinations  
and exams, food costs, toys, 
treats and health-insurance 

payments contribute to  
this annual total.

 $1,753
The average first-year total  

for a puppy includes up-front 
costs for spaying and neutering,  

an initial medical exam, plus 
procedures including deworming 

and microchipping and  
equipment purchases—combined 
with that year’s recurring annual 

expenses.


