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Introduction

If you have already bought this book, thank you, or have been attracted by the title to pick it up, then I’m guessing that you own or work with a dog(s) that suffers from fear and anxiety. If that’s the case, you have just taken a crucial step towards helping them change their lives forever.

In my work as a clinical animal behaviourist, canine fear and anxiety-related problems make up a large proportion of my caseload, so I know how damaging they can be. Life for the dog is often miserable and distressing and owners are usually at their wits’ end, feeling frustrated, upset and confused. But with the right sort of help and advice, things can improve.

The good news is that dogs don’t have to spend their lives feeling frightened and anxious. We can influence their behaviour by guiding them and managing the triggers that prompt their fear. We can help them access coping strategies and, through positive reinforcement, we can teach them alternative behaviours that feel good and are incompatible with fear and anxiety. How to accomplish all that and formulate an integrated and holistic treatment plan for them is right here, in this book.

The book is split up into two main sections. The first part is designed to help you understand what is actually going on. We look inside the dog’s brain and see the effects that fear and anxiety have on their body, helping us appreciate why a dog may be finding it difficult to control the way they behave. We also delve into the various factors that influence the development of fear and anxiety and consider ways to prevent it. Making sense of canine communication is crucial for interpreting a dog’s emotional state and, for this reason, a chapter has been devoted to the messages a dog is trying to convey. Aggression, frustration and reactivity are some of the most challenging behaviours to understand. However, difficult dogs are usually distressed dogs and so I have included relevant information and practical solutions for dealing with these problems too.

The second half of the book draws on what has been learned in the first part and is concerned with analysing behaviour, training techniques and treatment methods. A range of commonly encountered problems are included in the form of case studies and these provide the reader with comprehensive and proven treatment options which can be used as a base for tackling other similar problems. Step-by-step illustrated training guides are also included to help consolidate the information.

You’ll get the most out of this book by reading each section in order, as the earlier chapters act as a platform for information and ideas introduced later on. However, you may prefer to dip in and out of it, which is why I have interspersed it with tables, feature boxes and short stories about real-life cases.


PART ONE



Understanding Fear and Anxiety:
Making Sense of It All


CHAPTER 1



What’s Going On?

Definitions of and Differences between Fear, Anxiety, Phobia and Stress

Fear and anxiety are emotions that underlie some of the most challenging and problematic canine behaviours. Problems including separation anxiety, fear of sudden noises and fear-aggression towards unfamiliar dogs are just a few examples. Nevertheless, before focusing in on the problem it is important to consider what these emotions mean for the dog and to understand the physiological forces and processes that drive and maintain their behaviour. Having this sort of knowledge not only enables us to gain some insight into what is actually going on internally, it also provides us with a much greater sense of empathy for their plight.
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Pinky, courtesy of Dawn Chapman.



Terms such as fear, anxiety, phobia and stress are often used interchangeably. However, although they share some features and give rise to similar outward signs, they do have different meanings. Therefore, to avoid confusion, it is useful to have a clear definition of what they all actually mean and to know something about each of them. So let’s see what is really going on below the surface…

What is Fear?

When fear is in proportion to the danger, it is a normal, adaptive response, essential for survival. Without it, and the reactions that it triggers, animals would be extremely vulnerable. It makes perfect sense therefore, to act fearfully to something that is known or perceived to be dangerous. Nevertheless, it becomes damaging when it is disproportionate to the situation or when the fear response is continually triggered by non-threatening stimuli and the dog spends a large proportion of its time being in a state of fear.

A key feature of fear is that it is directed to the location or object of the fearful stimulus and the fear response is terminated when the object of fear is removed. So, for example, a dog that is frightened of going to the vets will react when they are in the veterinary clinic, and in the presence of the vet, but the fearful response will stop when they are removed from that situation.

For some dogs, the consequences of fear can be far reaching and affect their quality of life. This is the case for those that exhibit fearfulness to everyday events and objects that are difficult to avoid such as traffic, other dogs and strangers. This makes life miserable for them and difficult for an owner to manage. Some dogs might be fearful of a specific circumstance such as being left alone, as is the case in separation anxiety, or of noises such as fireworks or thunderstorms. Extreme fear responses can be difficult to control and, in some cases, can cause clinical effects such as diarrhoea, vomiting and changes in appetite.

Fearfulness in dogs can be categorized as social and non-social fearfulness (Table 1.1).


Table 1.1.  Examples and differences between social fear and non-social fear.








	Social Fear (animate things and social situations)
	Non-social Fear (inanimate things)



	Familiar people
	Noises



	Strangers
	Thunderstorms/fireworks (sounds and flashing lights)



	Children
	Traffic



	Dogs
	Bicycles



	Other animals
	Umbrellas



	Visits to the vet
	Wheelchairs



	Trips to the grooming parlour
	Prams



	Being touched and handled
	Scents, such as disinfectants or smoke



	
	Tactile triggers, such as tiles or slippery floor surfaces



	
	Crates







What is Anxiety?

Anxiety is the anticipation of a fearful event, sometimes described as apprehensive expectation. In other words, the dog is waiting for something frightening and unpleasant to occur rather than reacting to a specific stimulus. Anxious dogs can spend large amounts of time worrying and are often in a state of hypervigilance: scanning their environment and startling easily. Chronic anxiety is physically and mentally tiring and serves no real function. Therefore, it is actually considered abnormal and is a recognized welfare concern.

Generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) is a well-known condition in humans but it can affect dogs and other animals too. People with GAD report restlessness and irritability and constant worry interferes with their daily life. All these symptoms are likely to correspond to how an anxious dog presents and, although we can’t ask them, this insight helps us gain some idea of how they might be feeling.

Despite the differences, fear and anxiety can occur together and sometimes the signs overlap. Indeed, it is often very hard to pick the two apart because we can’t ask the dog if they are worrying about something specific and in the present or whether they are worrying in anticipation of something that might happen in the future. Because of this cross-over, and not always knowing what the dog actually does feel, these two emotional states are often considered to be on the same scope.

What is Phobia?

Phobia is an extreme and intense fear reaction and, unlike fear, can persist long after the event is over. It is usually associated with something that isn’t in itself considered dangerous, at least not to the unaffected party. Nevertheless, this non-dangerous thing (for example the sound of thunder, fireworks or being left alone) causes an extreme and irrational panic response, just as if the dog was in mortal danger. A phobic reaction usually escalates quickly and limits the dog’s ability to behave normally. Some dogs with severe separation-related issues or sonophobia (extreme fear of noises) have been known to tear down a wall or chew through a door to escape, often causing trauma and injury to themselves in the process.

Being aware of the distinct differences between fear, anxiety and phobia is useful for accurately diagnosing a problem and guides the direction of how a case is managed and treated. Nevertheless, because they share similar physiological signs, they are often collectively referred to as fear-related problems.

Recognizing the Signs

When a dog is frightened or anxious they display a wide range of body signals and behavioural signs. A number of these are evident as whole-body postures although facial expressions can also convey fearful emotions, including tension around the jaw line, dilated pupils and alterations in the ear position.

Another feature of fear is the fear-potentiated-startle response. This makes the dog more on edge. In this state they become much more likely to startle at small noises or movements. It’s the same phenomenon that some of us might experience after we have been watching a scary film and are on high alert and easily surprised. Under the influence of these emotions, there can be a danger that a dog will redirect their fear and bite someone if they make a sudden appearance or unexpectedly touch them.
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An extremely frightened greyhound during a firework event displaying a number of fearful facial expressions. (Photo: Morris, courtesy of Sarah Kitching)



What is Stress?

Stress is the broad term used to describe the changes that cause behavioural, emotional and psychological strain in response to difficult or fear-provoking situations. Strictly speaking, in the biological sense, stress that is perceived as being bad or negative is called ‘distress’ and stress that is perceived as being positive and useful is known as ‘eustress’. Eustress might be the short-term excitement a dog feels before completing an agility course or could be evident in a hunting dog when pursuing quarry. Eustress enhances performance and is a normal, healthy state. However, in this book, I shall largely use the terms stress and distress interchangeably.

Stress can be described as acute or chronic:

•Acute stress is short-lived and the body quickly recovers with no long-term damage.

•Chronic stress is persistent, prolonged and constantly recurs. This is the most physically and emotionally damaging.

The events, experiences and sensations that underlie and trigger stress are called stressors (Fig. 1.1). Depending on the dog’s temperament and experience, a stressor can include something seemingly minor (to us) through to something more obviously frightening and threatening.
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Fig. 1.1.  Anything that triggers a stress response is called a stressor.



As with the human experience, a dog’s life is filled with a range of unavoidable stressors. These might include everyday occurrences such as meeting new people and other dogs or visiting new places. Dogs bred from stable parents, with appropriate early exposure and positive experiences to these situations, usually take them all in their stride and recover rapidly. Unfortunately, some dogs are unable to cope and overreact to stressors, leading to a punishing daily struggle and regularly triggering what is called the stress response, also known as the fight-or-flight reaction.
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Cowering is a common body posture exhibited in anxious and fearful dogs. (Photo: Oliver, courtesy of Amy Clark)
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An anxious dog displaying a furrowed brow, licking and dilated pupils. (Photo: Bella, courtesy of Sadie Fox)




Signs of Canine Fear, Anxiety and Stress

A dog may show one or a combination of any of the following signals:

•Alterations in the ear position (lowered and flattened to the head or tense and upright)

•Alterations in tail posture – usually tucked close to the anus

•Baring the teeth

•Cowering, crouching and cringing

•Dilated pupils (widening of the pupils)

•Easily startled

•Excessive salivation (drooling)

•Furrowed brow

•Hiding

•Hypervigilance (on high alert)

•Licking and chomping

•Lunging towards the object of fear

•Narrowing the eyes

•Raised hackles (piloerection)

•Rapid eye blinks

•Stiffening of the body

•Snapping

•Tension in the muscles of the body and tightness around the face and jaw

•Trembling and shaking

•Turning the head or body away

•Urinating and defecating in fear

•Vocalizing, for example whining, whimpering, barking, growling

•Yawning



The Stress Response (Fight-or-Flight Reaction)

The stress response evolved as a survival mechanism and has a critical role in preparing an animal for real threat. However, for the fearful and anxious dog, this response often remains activated and in charge for a large part of their time budget.

Put simply, during a frightening situation, the dog receives information from the outside world via their main senses. From there, specialized neurones (nerves) send information to a part of the brain called the amygdala (more of that soon), where it is processed and interpreted. Once the alarm is raised another brain structure, called the hypothalamus, co-ordinates a multi-action process, preparing the dog to deal with the danger at hand.

Immediately, a specialized part of the nervous system called the autonomic nervous system (ANS) is activated. The ANS controls involuntary actions (things outside the dog’s control) such as blood flow, heartbeat and breathing. A branch of this that is responsible for speeding up these actions (known as the sympathetic nervous system) is then called in to play.

In response, the heartbeat and pulse quicken, breathing becomes more rapid and the adrenal glands (two structures located above the kidneys) release stress hormones.

The three major stress hormones include:

•Epinephrine (also known as adrenaline)

•Norepinephrine (also known as noradrenaline)

•Cortisol

Within seconds epinephrine and norepinephrine flood through the system bringing a number of physiological changes. These are all designed to hone the dog’s senses, to help them fight off an opponent or to run away and take flight in order to survive (Table 1.2). Hence the term ‘fight-or-flight reaction’. Examples of these survival mechanisms are evident when a frightened dog bolts after being scared or when it lunges, snaps and bites if threatened.


Table 1.2.  Examples of the effects of epinephrine and norepinephrine during the stress response.
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The term ‘fight-or-flight’ reaction was first coined by the American psychologist Walter Bradford Cannon somewhere around 1915. However, as our knowledge has increased, we now know that as part of the stress response, other reactions come in to play, more commonly called the freeze and fiddle (or flail) reactions.

The freeze response involves a dog becoming motionless or making extremely slow, creeping movements, sometimes taking cover until the danger has passed. Others just pin themselves to the ground and lay low, hoping they have not been seen and will be left alone. Conversely, some dogs will just fiddle or flail around, not quite knowing how to respond. This reaction can sometimes be missed but is often demonstrated when dogs are being physically restrained for veterinary examinations, when being groomed or other similar procedures.

What does cortisol do?

After the initial surge of epinephrine and norepinephrine, cortisol is then released. As well as fuelling the stress response, cortisol plays an important role in managing how the body uses carbohydrates, fats and proteins. It also regulates blood pressure and increases glucose in the bloodstream, providing an energy boost which is required for ongoing danger.

Like epinephrine and norepinephrine, cortisol can curb bodily functions that would be non-essential or even detrimental in a fight-and-flight situation. Systems such as digestion, reproduction, immune responses and even growth processes can be switched off until the threat is over so that energy can be re-directed to the more important body systems required for survival.

All the effects that result in the stress response are part of a finely tuned process and, in normal circumstances, after the danger has passed, these body processes calm down and the dog returns to its normal baseline state. Yet, if a dog remains under constant stress and the alarm button stays on, this disruption can eventually lead to physical and psychological health issues.

Cortisol is sometimes measured in the bloodstream, saliva, hair and urine to determine stress levels in the body. Baseline readings are measured against samples taken to assess the magnitude of change.

The Brain and Behaviour

The limbic system is the part of the brain that is responsible for processing information and for behavioural and emotional responses. Two structures of particular significance are the amygdala and the hippocampus (Fig. 1.2).
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Fig. 1.2.  The position of the amygdala and hippocampus in the brain.



The amygdala is responsible for controlling the way dogs (and other mammals) recognize, process and express emotions like fear and anxiety and, as previously mentioned, has a role to play in the stress response. The amygdala determines how deeply the memory of an emotional experience is stored and, unsurprisingly, memories linked to fear and trauma tend to become more deeply rooted.

The hippocampus is adjacent to the amygdala and is also responsible for memory formation, although, whereas the amygdala stores the memories of traumatic experiences, the hippocampus plays a part in linking sensations to the memory.

It makes complete sense for any animal to remember something that was frightening and recall it quickly so it can take rapid action to avoid it next time. For this reason, fearful memories can be formed after only a few repetitions and sometimes, if distressing enough, just one event is all that is required for them to learn something from their experience. This is called single-event or one-event learning.

Murphy’s story demonstrates how a single, traumatic incident can quickly become lodged in a dog’s memory and how this kind of experience can lead to the development of future problems. It also provides a neat example of something called fear conditioning. Because conditioning is often used as another word for learning, it also goes by the name of fear learning.

Fear conditioning is a simple form of associative learning, occurring when a neutral stimulus (something not frightening in itself) has been paired with an aversive fear-eliciting stimulus such as pain, a loud startling noise or any other traumatic experience. In Murphy’s story, the neutral stimulus was the lorry but when it was paired with the loud noise it made, and the motion of it coming towards him, negative associations were rapidly formed. Fear conditioning can also become associated with the context or in the set of circumstances related to an event. This is called contextual fear conditioning and explains why Murphy was nervous when he saw the harness and lead, and why fearful emotions were triggered when he returned to the location where he experienced the trauma.

Another phenomenon that can complicate matters even further is called fear generalization. This is when fear responses begin to extend to other things and scenarios that appear similar to the original frightening trigger. Through this, Murphy may begin to generalize the sound and sight of a lorry to the sound of other large vehicles and, over time, may become fearful of all traffic.


Murphy’s Single-Event Learning Experience

Murphy was a sixteen-week-old Labrador puppy when he was taken out for a walk with his owner on a narrow pavement, alongside a main road. Suddenly, a very large, noisy, articulated lorry thundered past him. Murphy bolted in the opposite direction towards a hedge that lined the pavement to try and hide. The next day, when getting him ready to go out, he seemed nervous when his owner tried to put on his harness and lead but she didn’t think much of it. Upon reaching the location where the frightening experience took place, Murphy was reluctant to move forward and put on the brakes. However, the worst reaction was when he saw a lorry coming along the road towards him. Murphy went into a complete meltdown, spinning on the lead and desperately trying to move in the opposite direction. Clearly he’d learned by just that one previous frightening event that going for a walk represented danger and that lorries were to be avoided at all costs.



Neurotransmitters

Another way that the brain mobilizes activity in response to stress is through neurotransmitters. In common with stress hormones, neurotransmitters are chemical messengers but they work by sending their messages between neurons (nerve cells) targeting cells all over the body. Because epinephrine and norepinephrine also have a role in helping neurones communicate, they can be categorized as neurotransmitters as well as hormones.

In addition to other roles within the body, certain neurotransmitters play an important part in the brain systems that regulate mood and emotional behaviour. Consequently, disruptions to their production have been linked with fear-related problems.

Three neurotransmitters of particular significance include:

•Serotonin (sometimes called the happy hormone)

•Gamma aminobutyric acid (GABA)

•Dopamine

In accord with one another, the production of these neurotransmitters can be increased through naturally pleasing activities including exercise, play, and mental enrichment.

Serotonin is scientifically known as 5-hydroxytryptamine, often abbreviated to 5-HT. As well as its effect on feelings of well-being, it also has roles in regulating sleep and appetite. Studies in the field of canine behaviour have suggested that lower levels are linked with aggression and impulsivity.

GABA is instrumental in reducing stress, lowering anxiety, and creating a calm mood. GABA is often found as a listed ingredient in a number of natural, over-the-counter canine calming supplements.

Dopamine is involved in working memory, focus, attention and motivation. Sleep deprivation and stress can reduce dopamine levels and this may lead to a downward spiral of events, contributing to the maintenance of fear-related problems. Dopamine spikes when an animal receives or anticipates receiving a pleasurable reward, which is why positive reinforcement training should be an important feature of a treatment plan. Another extremely effective way of inducing the release of dopamine naturally is through the seeking system. Therefore, incorporating activities based on ‘seek and find’ and scent work is recommended.

Coping Strategies

How a dog responds and copes with a frightening or stressful event can be determined by genetics, previous experience and their behavioural profile. However, dogs tend to deal with a situation in a much better way if we can provide them with a sense of choice, control and freedom to access their coping strategies.
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Hiding and avoidance behaviours are common canine coping strategies. (Photo: Woody, courtesy of Debby Richmond)



Coping Styles

Depending on the individual and the environmental context, there is some variation in a dog’s coping style. Instinctively, a dog’s primary response is avoidance. This includes backing off, escaping and/or finding somewhere to hide and retreat. Some dogs cope by using aggressive behaviours although, in the wild, injuries through fighting would have, at best, been painful and, at worst, proved fatal. So, for this reason, avoidance is usually favoured. Nevertheless, if a dog is unable to escape the source of fear, they may well use aggression (fight).
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Providing a dog with something safe to chew can help relieve stress. (Photo: Ruby, courtesy of Karen Taylor)



Some of the ways a dog expresses fear mirror their species-specific coping strategies. For example, behaviours such as pacing might be associated with flight and seeking a safe refuge. Vocalizing might be a way of trying to communicate with the social group for back-up and support, while digging and destruction is most probably linked to hiding and escape. Chewing has also been shown to have a stress coping function and this may explain why some dogs resort to chewing furniture and other items when they are under stress. Providing them with an outlet, by means of a safe toy or edible chew, is therefore a good idea.

Creating a Safe Refuge

In the wild, a place of safety would probably be beneath some undergrowth in a darkened place. Here the dog would nestle down and hide until it was safe to emerge. Domestic dogs often take similar action but, without the necessary means, they will often try and find somewhere that provides them with the same sense of protection. Some can be driven to seemingly inappropriate behaviours such as digging the stuffing from a sofa in a bid to escape whereas others might choose to hide under or behind furniture. Unless a dog is going to injure themselves or cause damage, it is better to leave them there. Pulling them out will only add to their fear and make them feel more vulnerable.

One way of helping them out is to create a den, preferably somewhere they show a preference for retreating. The den should provide them with all the features that mimic a natural hide, such as a quiet location, low-level lighting and a sense of being hidden.

Providing a Dog with a Sense of Control

When a dog feels scared, problems invariably worsen if they have no opportunity to take action. Being restrained on a lead, cornered or confined can induce panic. Using crates inappropriately can also generate fear. When a dog is properly trained, they can become a safe haven but not if the dog is shut in and feels trapped, especially during a frightening event.

Obviously safety is important and allowing a dog to have complete freedom is not always an option when outside the home. But we can help them feel a sense of control by removing them or putting distance between them and the target of their fear. Similarly when working with dogs that emit a fearful response, let’s say in a veterinary environment or grooming parlour, just backing off, stopping what we are doing and thinking about other ways to approach a certain procedure can rapidly diffuse a situation and instantly make the dog feel better.
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Open crates can provide somewhere accessible for a dog to take refuge during frightening events. (Photo: Darcey, courtesy of Lora Lane)



Comforting a Frightened Dog

Throughout the thousands of years of domestication, dogs have developed a close alliance with humans. Because of this bond, many dogs rely on their owners as a secure base, turning to them when frightened. In this sense, the owner’s presence can be deemed part of the coping mechanism for some dogs. Unfortunately, there is a widely propagated myth that giving comfort and soothing a frightened dog can somehow reinforce their fearfulness, causing the fear to worsen. This is not the case. In the first place, fear is a natural emotion and so cannot be conditioned and secondly, ignoring a dog when it is feeling vulnerable isn’t going to help them feel less distressed. To illustrate this point, imagine that you have been involved in car accident and you’re pretty shaken up. Would being offered sympathy and comfort make you feel more frightened? And how would you feel if you were ignored? Probably worse. So offering security and calm reassurance is fine. Nonetheless, it is important to ensure the kind of attention being given isn’t making the dog worse so I usually advise owners to monitor their dog’s response to make sure that the right level of support is being provided.
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The owner’s presence can be comforting during a frightening experience. (Photo: Coco, courtesy of Danielle Kennedy)



Common Presentations of Fear-Related Problems

Fear-related problems can manifest in numerous ways although some of the most common presentations include:

•Fear of loud, sudden noises

•Separation anxiety disorders

•Fear of people/strangers

•Fear of other dogs

•Fear of inanimate objects (for example prams, umbrellas, bicycles and traffic)

•Fear of the veterinarian and the veterinary clinic

•Generalized Anxiety Disorder

There are a number of reasons why and how these behaviour problems develop and we shall be exploring some of these later in the book. However, a common theme is inadequate habituation and socialization. Without undergoing these processes, the young dog is unprepared for life experiences and is unable to cope with everyday stressors.


Habituation is the earliest and most simple form of learning. In the context of puppy development it’s about teaching a puppy what to ignore and what not to be concerned about and this is done through repetition and sensitive exposure to lots of different stimuli. Over time the puppy learns that certain things that they regularly hear, touch, see and smell are just part of their day-to-day environment and are not to be feared or attended to.

Socialization is a process where the puppy learns how to interact with other dogs, animals, people and situations within a social context. The critical time frame for socialization starts at around three weeks of age and runs until they are about twelve to fourteen weeks old. During this time it’s important to expose a puppy carefully and positively to all the things they might encounter throughout their adult life.



Basic and Immediate Help for Fear-Related Problems

We shall be exploring the treatment protocols for some common fear-related problems in Part II of the book. However, immediate treatment focuses on the welfare of the dog and on health and safety. As a general guide the following steps should be taken:

•Stop forcing the dog to face its fears.

•Identify things that trigger the behaviour and avoid exposure to them.

•Stop any form of punishment as this heightens fear and can lead to fear-aggression (even shouting at a dog is a form of punishment).

•Create a safe and calm environment (for example a den).

•Follow health and safety measures, such as securing boundaries, carrying out muzzle training.

•Contact a veterinary surgeon to rule out any pain or medical problems.

•Seek the help of a suitably qualified canine behaviour counsellor.

Other early measures include making a list of the triggers and, wherever possible, removing the dog from them or at least reducing their exposure to them. This is because repeated negative experiences can cause something called behavioural sensitization, sometimes referred to as reverse tolerance.

Behavioural sensitization occurs with repeated exposure to an aversive stimulus. An example of this might be if a dog was subjected to an extremely loud noise. The effect would cause the dog to be more on edge, agitated and more highly reactive to other things going on in the environment. For this reason, the dog should not be made to face its fears, nor should they be chastised.

Encouraging calmness can help to mitigate some of the effects of stress and therefore other first-line strategies might include the administration of natural calming supplements, performing relaxing massage techniques and introducing scent or pheromone therapies.

Once the dog is in a better emotional state, work can begin on a targeted behaviour modification plan under the guidance of a suitably qualified behaviour counsellor.

Fear of Loud and Sudden Noises

While some dogs show fear towards everyday noises like traffic, the vacuum cleaner or other indoor appliances, it is mostly sudden, intermittent and sporadic loud noises that provoke the most dramatic fear responses. Some of the most common and frequently reported are unpredictable events such as thunderstorms, fireworks, gunshots and bird-scarers. Alarms can be painfully loud and can trigger generalized anxieties or separation-related disorders if one suddenly goes off when the dog is alone.

In common with other fear-related problems, noise sensitivities can be based on poor habituation and socialization or they may have been triggered by a frightening experience. Being taken to a firework event, where the dog was overwhelmed by the sound and sights of the display, experiencing a sudden thunderstorm when they were in a conservatory (which would act as a sound-box and include lots of visual stimulation) and being startled by the sudden blast of a nearby gunshot whilst on a walk in the countryside are all examples of cases that I have been involved with.

As we have seen, dogs form memories of fearful situations quickly and can learn by making associations with other things that are going on at the same time. Making connections with darkening skies and detecting changes in barometric pressure prior to a thunderstorm, becoming fearful of walks in the countryside after experiencing the sound of gunshots in that setting and picking up the smell of smoke from a fire because of the association it had with a firework event are all examples. These other environmental stimuli begin to predict that something frightening is going to happen even if most of the time they don’t. As time passes, the original source of fear can therefore become hidden, making it difficult to make sense of what is going on.

‘Fear generalization’ can be another complicating factor and so the sound of thunder might generalize to the sound of the tumble drier, a car backfiring or even a door slamming.

Fear of People and Strangers

Fear of people and strangers can simply be because the person is unknown to the dog and therefore they have no knowledge of whether they pose a threat or not. At other times, fears may be based on a previous negative experience involving a person and the dog subsequently goes on to generalize their fear to others who have a similar appearance. However, lack of exposure to a wide range of people during the dog’s socialization period is often at the root of the problem.

Dogs tend to show a greater fear response towards males when compared to females, perhaps because men are generally of a larger build and have a deeper tone of voice. Children and babies can also provoke fear, most likely because they communicate differently to adults. Children and babies tend to shout, scream, crawl and make uncoordinated movements and this, along with well-intended but clumsy interactions, is probably why young children are bitten more than any other family member.

In contrast, some dogs are just fearful of people coming to the door or inside the home. Unfortunately, it’s not uncommon for ill-informed owners to use a crate to help their dog overcome fearfulness of visitors and, in a bid to desensitize them, they shut the dog inside whilst the visitor is invited in to the same room. Alas, without a means of escape, this is more likely to increase the dog’s fear.

Anything new or strange, like someone wearing a hat, motorbike helmet or high-visibility clothing might be a trigger and fast movement, such as joggers and people riding bicycles or skateboards, can also prompt a fear reaction.

It can be difficult for people to understand why a dog may appear fine with some people and less so with others. When trying to explain to clients, I often use the analogy of us seeing an alien walking down the street. Although they may appear as a human form, something about them is very different. Having no previous experience of meeting an alien from outer space or anything that looks like them makes them seem sinister and frightening and we wouldn’t know if they were friend or foe. In a similar way, anything that the dog has never encountered before or isn’t the norm is bound to cause alarm. A significant part of being able to help a dog therefore begins with analysing whether it is all people they are fearful of or whether it is possible to pinpoint what it is about the person that evokes a fearful response. Once this has been established a targeted treatment plan can be designed.

Fear of Other Dogs

Fear of other dogs can be one of the most frustrating canine problems, turning a pleasant dog walk into a distressing event for both the dog and their owner. The motivation for this behaviour can be similar to the development of fears of people in terms of a previous, negative experience. Some dogs may go on to develop a problem after being attacked or frightened by another dog, which may lead to a fear of a particular type or breed of dog. Yet, this might generalize towards dogs of all descriptions as time goes on. Inadequate or a complete lack of socialization with other dogs is another extremely common reason for this problem, which is why socializing dogs properly and encouraging them to meet and interact with a range of other dogs during the critical time frame is crucial.
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