1.Introduction

Operation Dalmation was set up as a social experiment to find out just what kind of people are likely to reply to what is essentially the ‘unknown’.  In my informal research (or through chatting to friends as its also known) I found out that the majority of people would pick up a small clay dalmation if they found it stranded and looking for its family, but they wouldn’t necessarily take the next step and email me about it.  My quest was to find out who the people who do reply are, and what makes them go as far as to email a complete stranger in order to help them out with a bizarre and bewildering project?

2. Predictions

When undertaking such an immense task, it is only natural to muse upon the possibilities during the long hours it takes to model clay Dalmatians.  The following predictions (for the purposes of this highly scientific report, we will pretend that they are real and well thought out hypotheses) were made during this process:

1. The most likely group of people to respond will be in the 18- 30 age range.  To generalise, people in this age group tend to be more computer literate (and therefore willing to use email).  They also seem to be the age group to which the works of Dave Gorman, Danny Wallace and Tony Hawks appeal. As this project is inspired by all of the above, it seems logical that my own work would appeal to a similar age group.

2. Dalmatons released in and around universities will experience more success.  This is based on the theory that students will be more likely to reply as they are guaranteed to have internet access through their university, be reasonably computer literate and most will be in the target age range

3. Dalmations released in the UK will be more likely to receive a response.  I see this as a humorous and quirky project which will appeal to a particular sense of humour.  As sense of humour is often related to national character, I expect that people who share my own nationality will be more likely to reply than others.  Furthermore, not of all of the countries included are English speaking.  As the tag is written in English, it follows that they will be less likely to receive a response when left in none-English speaking countries.

4. Dalmations left indoors are more likely to be found because outside, they are in more danger of becoming lost forever.  They have the weather to contend with.  People don’t tend to stay in one place for very long out of doors, and so the dogs are less likely to be noticed.

5. The main reason that people will respond is through curiosity.  In fact I would go so far as to say that the only reason they will reply is because they want to know who, what and why.

6. And finally…

…I wondered if the urge to respond to the project is a genetic characteristic.  I investigated the possibility by asking all of the findees if they could roll their tongue.  The ‘logic’ behind this is that the ability to roll your tongue is hereditary.  If the urge to respond to the plea of lost puppies was also hereditary, I would expect that the majority of findees would have the same abilities tongue-rollingwise.  

3. Methodology

As this is an extremely scientific report, naturally I released my 100 dalmations anywhere and everywhere with complete a disregard of how the random releasing of them would bias my statistics.  If I had approached the task with my predictions in mind, I may have ensured that exactly half were released indoors and the others outdoors; that half were released abroad and half in the UK; that half were ….and so it goes on.  What I actually did was try to release them in places where the predicted characteristics of my findees would be abundant: at universities where there are plenty of students; in bookshops next to the kind of books which inspired me; near public computers so I could be sure that the findees would definitely have access to the internet etc…

Fortunately, the distribution turned out to be fairly even so as not to bias the statistics too much.  Where it does, I have taken this into account in my evaluation of the data.

On receiving a response, the questionnaire was sent to my findees within a few days.  Findees who failed to respond further were not reminded to do so, but they were sent news of the website when it went online and given the opportunity to reply at that stage.

4. Results Part I- Woof

This section is concerned with the stars of the project- the dogs: how many survived, where they were left, and where they were found.

4.1 So, how many? 

One of the most frequent questions I get asked by people who find out about the project is “how many have you got back?”  Although this was something that preoccupied me during the preparation of the dalmations, I made no predictions on what return I might get.  This is purely because I had nothing on which to base an estimate.  As far as I was aware, there was no other project of a similar nature to compare.   

Although I made 100 dalmations to be released, four of them were kept by my helpers because (and I quote) they “couldn’t bear to part with them.”  As I wanted to see how many people replied without knowing anything about the project, I have disregarded those four here.

25% (24/96) dalmations were found.*
4.2 Indoors Vs Outdoors

We will now take a look at one of my predictions. Paying no heed to the order in which they were introduced in section 2, we will see if it is true that dalmations left indoors are more likely to be found.

       Of the dalmations released:

48% (46/96) were left indoors

48% (46/96) were left outdoors

4% (4/96) are unknown as these were released by my assistants and I didn’t ask them to specify at the time. This just goes to show that you shouldn’t let the even balance of indoor/outdoor releases fool you into thinking that the releases were planned in any way!

The distribution of the found dalmations over these categories is as follows.

42% (10/24) of those found were left outside

50% (12/24) of those found were left inside

8%   (2/24) are from the ‘unkown’ releases

This shows that there is a slight tendency towards more success with indoor (or domesticated) dalmations, though almost as many have still enjoyed their ‘walkies’ outside and still managed to find new owners at the same time.

4.3 Home Vs Away

No, not the not-so-popular-anymore Austrailian soap, but a comparison between those released abroad and in my home country- Great Britain.  None of the dalmations were actually released in Australia.

Of the dalmations released:

68% (65/96) were left in the UK

32% (31/96) were left abroad

Of the ones left abroad- 

10% (3/31) received replies

Of the ones left in the UK-
32% (21/65) received replies

This supports my hypothesis that dalmations released abroad are less likely to receive replies.  However, the reason for this cannot be confirmed and I can only speculate about whether it is to do with language barriers, differing senses of humour, or a combination of both.

4.4 Location Location Location

My prediction that university based dalmations would yield more replies than those left elsewhere is explored in this section.

For analysis, I categorised each location into one of four areas:  Studenty- for those left in and around universities; social, which includes all pubs, cafes and beer gardens; transport, including stations and airports as well as the ones left on trains and buses and other, which is self explanatory.  Their distribution is as follows:
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Those that were responded to were found in the following areas:


Studenty
29%     (5/17)


Social

38.5%  (5/13)


Transport
14%
(2/14)


Other

23%
(12/52)

This does nothing to support any of my hypotheses.  It does however show that dalmations left in areas where people socialise, such as pubs and cafes are more likely to be responded to. One explanation for this is that, in other settings, such as at train stations, bus stops or cash machines, people have a specific task to complete and are therefore less likely to pay attention to a small clay dog.  In a social setting however, their only purpose is to converse with those around them and they are therefore more likely to (a) notice the dogs and (b) speculate on the reason for the dogs being there and therefore enhance their curiosity, making them more likely to reply.  In addition to this, people who would normally be too wary to send an email may be more inclined to if their friends are encouraging them to do so.  This is, of course, all pure speculation and has no basis in scientific fact.

5. Results Part II- Who Are You?

This section is concerned with what sort of people responded to this project: What drives them to reply and, more importantly, can they roll their tongue?  The following results are based on all findees, as well as myself and those who helped me, as we all  own dalmations.  This is because the theory that everyone who responds will have similar personality traits, extends as far as to say that anyone who is involved will also be of a similar character type.

5.1 Battle of the Sexes

So which are the greater clay-dog lovers: boys or girls?  Find out below:

48% (14/29) Males

52% (15/29) Females

This shows that the project appeals to people of both sexes.

5.2 It’s in the stars

I asked for each findee to provide me with their date of birth to see if the time of the year in which they were born influences them towards responding.  The twenty people that gave me their date of birth were born in the following months:
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I was happy to see that May was the winner, as it is also the month that I chose to be born in.  One  person shares the same birthday as me (25th) and two others were born within just days of my birthday (give or take a year).  Doesn’t prove anything but it’s a nice coincidence.

The age range of the findees is from 10 to 33.  This confirms my hypothesis that the people who responded would be young.  Though the 10 year old may disagree that 33 is young, I am now 25 and so quite happy to let 33 fit into the ‘young’ description- I’m sure I’ll be there sooner than I’d like!

5.3 Occupation

Before I released the dalmations, I predicted that students would be the most likely people to respond due to the fact that they fall mainly in the target age group (18-30) and are guaranteed to have internet access.  This was confirmed by those who replied to the questionnaire:
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5.4 But why?

I assumed that the only reason people would reply would be because people are naturally nosy… er… I mean curious.  So how does this match up with my statistics?

Well, 7/29 (24%) people said that they had indeed responded because they wanted to know just what the hell I was up to.  What was more surprising was the other reasons people gave:

6/29 (21%) said that they replied because they were told to- I had no idea that the general public were so obedient!

2/29 (7%) just wanted to help, which was nice

2/29 (7%) felt sorry for the little lost (plasticine) dog

4/29 (14%) gave other replies suggesting that they replied because they were bored, or that they simply liked the idea and wanted to be a part of something.

The remaining eight people failed to respond to the questionnaire at all, suggesting that their original motive for making contact was to find out what was going on and, since their curiosity had been satisfied, decided to cease any correspondance.  This supports the hypothesis that people would only reply out of curiosity.

The most amazing part about this particular set of numbers is that my little inanimate objects had in some ways ‘come to life’ to the extent that people were replying because they ‘felt sorry’ for small lumps of clay.  I’m proud that I’ve managed to make something come to life through pure imagination and effort.  Maybe there’s a lesson for us all in there…

5.5 Preferences

This section looks at whether my findees prefer dogs or cats, spots or stripes?  I was particularly proud that I’d managed to make these questions almost dalmation related!

5.5.1 Dogs or Cats?

One would assume that the responses were more likely to come from dog lovers.  This assumption does indeed seem to have some basis in fact:

14/29 (47%) thought dogs were top

5/29 (17%) thought cats were top

3/29 (9%) refused to take sides

8/29  (27%) couldn’t be bothered to answer

5.5.2 Spots or stripes?

Dalmatians are spotty, so are dalmations- could their spottiness be the reason that these 29 people were attracted to them in the first place?  No:

6/29 (21%) preferred spots

9/29 (31%) went for stripes

6/29 (21%) insisted that they like both

8/29 (27%) weren’t interested in becoming a statistic!

It was however the general consensus that dalmations were better off being spotty.

5.6 In the genes?

My final question was about whether the findee could roll their tongue.  As stated in section 2, this was to attempt to find out if you are genetically disposed to answer to the plea of a lost clay dog.  Here’s what I found:

16/29 (55%) can roll their tongue

3/29 (9%) can’t

8/29 (27%) did not wish to divulge this information.

On the surface, it looks like tongue-rollers are indeed more likely to respond.  If however you consult the text books, you’ll probably find that approximately 70% of all people can roll their tongue and that some scientists now believe that this isn’t a genetic characteristic at all so these statistics, like many of the others which precede them, prove nothing.

6.0 The Dogs

At this point it seems obvious that the dogs have taken on personalities of their own: they are no longer inanimate objects to their new owners so this section looks at the dogs themselves.

6.1 Gender

I asked each findee if they had named their dog and what it was called.  In this way I was able to find out its gender.  18 people had named their dog, adding evidence to the fact that they had now come to life, at least in the minds of their new owners.  Of those that were named: 

10/18 (56%) male

6/18  (33%) female

2/18 (11%) were given a unisex name.

7.0 In Conclusion

The only certainty to come out of this report is that its not really a very scientific project at all and that I can draw no positive conclusions from the data because:

a) It wasn’t prepared with science in mind (even though this report was the ultimate aim)

b) There isn’t enough data from which to draw convincing conclusions.

This does not however mean that it was all in vain.  Anybody who reads my dalmation diary will see that it’s something that I’ve learned a lot from.  I’ve learned to challenge myself and to push the boundaries of normality to make something fun and rewarding happen; I’ve learned that clay puppies really can come to life if you just give them the chance to get out into the world and ‘find themselves’ and I’ve learned that people are surprising.

When I started the project I doubted that I would get any responses.  I hoped that I might but I wouldn’t have been surprised if there was only one message that ever came into my inbox, or even none. I’ve learned to have faith in my ideas because it can make them work. And most importantly of all, I’ve learned that if you want to do a social science experiment, you need to plan it properly first and make sure you control some of the variables!
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* *for the purposes of this report, ‘found’ refers to those that I received an email about.
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