AVOIDING

IN

OUR

ANXIETY

DOGS

BY KYLIE HUGHES

ANXIETY IS WHAT WE FEEL
WHEN WE ARE UNSURE.
Anxiety in dogs is really common - a recent survey looking at
over 13,000 pups found more than 70 percent showed anxiety
issues. (Salonen et al. 2020). Our focus here is how to prevent
anxious behaviours, such as separation anxiety.
Dogs are social animals who would prefer it if we never left
them, but for those times when we need to, we want to make
sure we are setting them up for success. There are a number of
things we as owners can do daily that will significantly lower
stress levels in our dogs. The good news is these same
preventative measures will also strengthen our relationship with
our canine companions.

Strong bonds = confident dogs.
Just like in humans, anxiety can present in a number of ways.
Some dogs appear mildly distressed and will be restless. They
may bark, howl or pant more. More extreme behaviours could
include destroying furniture, trying to escape or even breaking
windows to seek comfort.
There are some parallels in how canines and humans
experience anxiety too. For example, both species will display
increased heart rates, rapid breathing and a reduced appetite
for food when feeling stressed.
If you are seeing anxious behaviours in your dog, consult your
vet to discuss your concerns. And engage a trainer experienced
in behavioural modification. They can support you in
implementing a plan tailored to your needs.

WHAT IS
CANINE
SEPARATION
ANXIETY?
A complex issue that
presents in a number of
ways.
It is not a diagnosis, but
best described as a
syndrome, with a varied
range of symptoms or
behaviours.
Some dogs, especially
those bred to keep flocks
together, find people
leaving aversive.
Some dogs have a fear
of being alone and will
bark and show anxiety
when left, but are ok
when contained near
owners.
Frustrated dogs who
want to get to their
people will bark and
show stress when
contained.
Some dogs are bored their needs haven't been
met.

anxious

or unfulfilled?

Consider the dog in front of you.
Are you providing them with
appropriate outlets for their natural
drives? What were they bred for?
What makes their ancestral wolf
spirit soar?

Choose biologically
appropriate games!
Flirt poles and fetch mimic
hunting instincts of chase
and catch.
Tug of war mimics catch
and kill.
Scent games activate
track, catch and eat
instincts.

If we don't give our
dogs ways to express
what comes naturally
to them, this drive can
present as anxiety.

Don't put your dog in situations that
set them up to fail. Even the most
obedient cattle dog is going to feel
twitchy in a yard full of kids.
And your staffy who doesn't back
down from a challenge is not suited to
a dog park, no matter how friendly
they are.

What can you do to avoid

separation anxiety?

PROVIDE
CONSISTENCY BUT
NOT ROUTINE
We know that there is a link between anxiety
and worrying over the unknown. It's our job to
make our dog's world predictable, but this
doesn't mean everyday is the same.
Dogs need consistent messaging from us, but
sticking to the same strict daily routine can
mean they are less likely to cope with change.
Mix up feeding times, when you walk and
the games you play together.
Use clear marker words and cues. It's how
we communicate using the same
language.
Set firm boundaries
Your dog is reassured by structure because it
makes their world predictable. This is
ESPECIALLY important for helping a newly
adopted rescue settle in. We often fall into the
trap of feeling sorry for rescue dogs and rush
to provide them with all the freedom. But too
much choice is overwhelming and confusing.
We want to show them what behaviours we
want rather than let them practise all the
behaviours we don't. As your dog settles and
starts to make good choices, they can be given
more liberty.

Decide what
rules work for
you and make
sure your family
are also onboard.

EVERYDAY YOUR
DOG NEEDS TO:

1

2

3

4

5

MOVE

Every dog needs physical exercise to stay healthy.

SNIFF

Let your dog experience some form of scent games.

PLAY

Doing this together makes you both feel good!

FOCUS

Train their brain! Offer them a chance to problem solve.

REST

Being able to switch off and relax is critical.

DOING THESE FUN ACTIVITIES TOGETHER WILL MAKE FOR A HAPPY, CONFIDENT DOG.

ADAPTED FROM JEN AND RYAN TATE'S EXCELLENT BOOK
"HOW TO TRAIN YOUR DOG" (2021)

BUILD UP A STRONG RELATIONSHIP

YOUR DOG NEEDS YOU TO PLAY WITH THEM!
Dogs are highly social and play is how mammals learn and bond.
Play expends energy and provides essential interactions.
Grab a tug toy, fetch a ball or have a good old wrestle on all fours!
By learning to play and implementing 'rules' to your game, you will be
teaching your dog the invaluable skill of thinking while excited.

SNIFFING GAMES!

FOCUS!

Using their nose will get their
brains activated and help them
feel calm and relaxed. Hide treats
around the yard, or even in boxes
for them to rip apart.

Spend 5 minutes working on a
new task to engage their
problem-solving brains.

Dogs with a secure attachment bond to humans are less stressed when left alone.

LET'S TALK
PUPPIES
When we first bring
home a pup, the best
thing we can do for
them is make
ourselves available
as they settle in.

It is normal for very
young dogs to want
to be close to us.
Especially if they
have just left the
safety of their
litter.
The first 48 hours may be
stressful so focus on your
pup's emotional needs. Ideally
we won't leave them alone
for the first 7 days.

Spend plenty
of time with
your puppy
when they first
come home!

Our goal when raising
puppies should be to
develop a dog who is
comfortable being left
alone. We achieve this
over time, building on
micro-absences.

What can you do now?
Lockdown may have us all home and attached to our
best friend's fuzzy side, but that doesn't mean we can't
help prepare our pups for when we return to work.

1

Leave an exciting thing for your
puppy to find and eat in the other
room or nearby while you eat
dinner, work on the computer or
watch TV every day. Puppy pens
and lick mats are useful.

2
Make a list of daily jobs that
take a short amount of time
and provide distraction
while you complete them
without pup.

4

3

Grab your keys and wallet and head
out like you normally would leave for
work. Walk to your car, turn around
and come back inside.

Crate train

5

Where will your dog eventually be left
alone? Make this a rewarding and happy
space. eg - food and play happen in the
backyard if that's where they will be while
you're out. Reinforce short amounts of solo
time here too.

6
Let sleeping dogs lie!
Stop disrupting their regular sleep
times and go for a walk without
them.

Template for the
days you need to
leave.

1
2
3
4

Aim for a 30 minute walk or 15
minutes of interactive play at least
an hour before leaving them.

10 minutes of mental stimulation through
focused training. Keep it simple and fun.

Provide your dog with a treat dispenser or
food puzzle toy to help keep them busy while
you are getting ready to leave.
Have an extra chewy treat to keep them
occupied as you leave. They should also
have access to enrichment during the day.
This should see your dog resting and
relaxing all day while you’re out.

