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Foreword


Animals have always played an important role in my life. When I was eleven, I started volunteering with our local veterinarian, cleaning cages. I also started a mini-farm on my parents’ property in Tennessee with my brother and sister, raising pigs, goats, chickens, and horses. I even brought a donkey to college with me and marched him in the homecoming parade! Animals are my life, no matter what species or size. However, there is nothing that can compare to the meaningful relationships I’ve had over the years with my dogs.  

My first pets as a child were two Collies named Lance and Vandy. They taught me so much and led me toward a career path by which I am still truly inspired every day. After I graduated college, my wife, Suzi, and I continued to work with animals, and I went on to become the director of the Central Florida Zoo and then the Columbus Zoo, where I’ve have spent the last thirty-eight years. Animals of all kinds have been a central part of my life at work and at home. Suzi and I have always emphasized the importance of caring for our family dogs while raising our three daughters, Kathaleen, Suzanne, and Julie. The girls always had a dog in the house—whether it was our Old English Sheepdog, Daisy, our Mastiff, Ben, our Golden Retriever, Brass, or our yellow Labrador Retriever, Tasha, you didn’t have to look far until you found a four-legged friend.

Our family dogs were always treated as members of the family, for better or for worse! And I truly believe that pets, dogs in particular, have a way of teaching us about so many things—constant care, responsibility, loyalty, unconditional love, and inevitable loss—that serve as a gentle introduction to the parallel experiences we all have as humans.

Dogs are called man’s best friend for a reason: they provide humor, companionship and love—some of the things we need most. However, we sometimes overlook the things that our furry friends need in return. Dogs can suffer silently from a variety of issues because effectively communicating with our pets is one of the most difficult hurdles to address. Don’t you wish your dog could just open his mouth and speak the same language as you? He could tell you when he was in pain, when he was hungry or nervous, or when he just wanted to play. Instead, we must rely on a variety of context clues and observations about our pets to point us in the right direction.

One of the biggest issues dogs can face is fear. Fear of the veterinarian, fear of bad weather, fear of abandonment, and even fear of loud noises, such as fireworks or a car backfiring, are all common issues that dogs experience. Fear is overlooked in many dogs simply because we, as pet parents, don’t know the signs. However, every pet owner knows how mentally and physically painful it can be to witness his or her dog struggle with an unknown ailment.

I am thrilled that my friend Dr. Marty Becker, along with Mikkel Becker, Dr. Wailani Sung, and Dr. Lisa Radosta, came together to write From Fearful to Fear Free, which addresses not only your dog’s issues with fear but also your own well-being as a concerned pet owner. Most of the time, your dog’s fear is not your fault; it is a product of genetics and environment. And while your dog’s contentment is important, you also can’t forget how important it is, as his owner, to live without feeling shame or guilt.

I have been lucky to have meaningful connections with animals all my life. I feel even luckier to be able to continue to learn new things around every turn. From Fearful to Fear Free provides a variety of positive-reinforcement pointers, training tips, and easy-to-follow techniques to improve the well-being of both you and your furry friend. I hope that by the end of this book, you will be able to look back and see the wonderful journey you and your dog have taken together and perhaps make some adjustments to your interactions that further improve your relationship. 

—Jack Hanna, Director Emeritus, 
Columbus Zoo and Aquarium; Host, Jack Hanna’s Into the Wild and Jack Hanna’s Wild Countdown



Introduction


With this book, I’ve authored or co-authored twenty-five books that have sold around eight million copies. Three of them were New York Times bestsellers. And I’ve never written a book that I felt was so important for every pet owner to read.

My reason is simple: You should read this book because your pet can’t. Dogs need their owners to understand the information in this book so they can help their beloved pets live not just healthy, but also happy, lives.

This isn’t a recycled version of the same health and training information covered in many other books (including some of mine!). It features some amazing new information and is the definitive source on helping pet owners remove fear, anxiety, and stress (FAS) from their pets’ lives, and it gives positive, proactive ways to keep dogs happy and calm.

We call it “the calm instead of the storm,” both literally and figuratively. That’s because pets do not have to suffer FAS from thunderstorms and other noises, ranging from Fourth of July fireworks to alarms, gunshots, and vacuum cleaners. The same goes for separation anxiety, the pet equivalent of what a human child feels at being lost and separated from family in the bowels of a mall, at a large fair or festival, or on a camping trip.

To ease that suffering means that we, as veterinarians and as pet owners, can no longer ignore FAS but instead must realize that emotional distress is not only damaging in itself, but it also causes physical damage to pets and undermines their health, happiness, and longevity. There are proven tactics and tips in this book that can help your pet become independent and relaxed while you’re away at work or play. We also showcase dozens of holistic solutions for FAS, including “chill pills,” calming music, pheromones, compression garments, and therapeutic massage.

Know that we practice what we preach when it comes to our mandate to consider sedation as a first option, not a last resort. That’s why we also give you some specifics on how to talk productively with your pet’s veterinarian about proven prescription solutions for stubborn or chronic emotional problems. This book also taps into the decades of experience of the coauthors to provide proven solutions for doggy fears ranging from fear of people or other dogs to fear of inanimate objects, including the exam table at the vet’s office and the vacuum cleaner at home.

The four coauthors bring a combined eighty-eight years of postgraduate, in-the-trenches experience working directly with fearful animals and the people who own them. The group includes two highly respected boarded veterinary behaviorists (of only seventy-four in the United States), a popular dog trainer with four other books and hundreds of articles on training to her credit, and me, a veteran veterinarian. Although I’ve been appearing on television for more than twenty years, I don’t just play a veterinarian on TV; I still practice at North Idaho Animal Hospital in Sandpoint, Idaho, and routinely deal with fearful pets and fearful pet owners.

We call all corners of the United States home, but we are in one unified huddle when it comes to giving a voice to suffering pets who deserve happiness. While we don’t speak a lick of Labrador, we know the meaning of canine body language, vocalizations, and other signs of happiness or stress, and we give that knowledge to you in this book so that you can become the master of your dog’s well-being.

—Dr. Marty Becker



[image: image]



[image: image]

FEAR AND ITS EFFECTS

Do you remember the first time you felt severe fear? It was probably when you were a young child, and we’re not talking a Halloween-mask “boo!” Maybe your mother disappeared behind a rack of clothes in a store, and you didn’t know where she was. Maybe you saw a shadow on the wall in your darkened bedroom. Or maybe you were frightened by the approach of an ominous stranger.

Fear is a universal reaction experienced by every species, including dogs. It’s an emotional response caused by an encounter with anything, real or anticipated, that appears to be a threat: the disappearance of a loved one, the unknown, or something that experience teaches will cause pain (syringe + needle = ouch!).

Whether we are human or canine or some other species, our bodies experience changes in brain and organ function when we are afraid. When we are faced with danger, whether obvious or anticipated, our bodies spring into action. We breathe more rapidly, our heart rate increases, and our muscles tense up, right down to the thousands of individual hair follicles. In the blink of an eye, these physiological reactions alert the brain to the presence of a threat. Body and mind go into self-defense mode, commonly referred to as “fight or flight”—prepare for a live-or-die battle or run for your life!

[image: image]

Fear helps humans and animals survive by allowing them to recognize danger and take action, whether it’s to freeze in place, hide, run away, fidget (bark or run in circles), or stand and defend themselves (or at least look and sound as if they could). It’s an instinctive protection system, but it can also cause inappropriate responses that make life miserable for fearful pets and their people. Not just uncomfortable, which is bad enough, but damaging physiologically and emotionally. In short, think PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) for pets.
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When fear or anxiety takes over a dog’s life, it can become impossible to take him to the veterinarian or groomer, have him ride comfortably in the car, go for a walk around the neighborhood, leave him home alone, or have friends or family visit. A fearful dog may become aggressive, destructive, or withdrawn. He may become physically ill with vomiting or diarrhea when he is placed in a situation that he fears, or he may refuse to eat at all. That’s no way to live—for you or your dog! That’s why it is vital that we take the necessary steps to reduce or remove the triggers for anxiety and fear in when they arise in animals’ lives and vow to always travel along a path that moves both pets and humans from fearful to Fear Free.


Fear Factor

You may remember seeing a news story circulating on social media about a woman who jumped out of a moving car, leaving her nine-year-old child in the backseat. What motivated her to abandon her child in such a dangerous situation? An innate (and potentially deadly, in this case) fear of spiders. While backing out of her driveway, the woman saw a spider in her car, and her first instinct was to escape from it. Her fearful reaction to the spider was so intense that she simply reacted. That fear overcame the normal instinct of a mother to protect her child. Now, if rational people can respond this way when they are afraid, it’s easy to understand how our dogs might also exhibit fear in situations or circumstances in which they have no control.

—Dr. Wailani Sung



THE ELEMENTS OF FEAR

We are fortunate to be living in a time when we have a better understanding of brain chemistry as it relates to fear than we had in the past. Understanding and recognizing a dog’s fear and anxiety—or the potential for those emotions—helps us increase his comfort level in stressful situations as well as help him cope with his stress in constructive ways. But first, let’s take a look at how fear works.
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Your dog’s fear response begins when information is sent from the sensory cortex. This is where the brain receives the signals from the outside world. For example, when your dog hears the can opener, this information is transmitted to the auditory cortex, causing him to anticipate delicious food.

Neurochemicals, such as epinephrine and norepinephrine, put the body on high alert. In an instant, they speed up the heart rate, increase blood flow to the muscles, dilate air passages for better lung capacity, and release glucose for energy.

Cortisol, known commonly as the stress hormone, is a natural steroid that increases blood sugar, enables the brain to make better use of glucose, and increases availability of substances that repair body tissue. Cortisol suppresses nonessential body functions—such as the digestive, reproductive, and immune systems—that might hamper a fight, flight, freeze, or fidget response. It also communicates with areas of the brain that control fear. In normal amounts, cortisol plays an important role in fighting stress as well as regulating other facets of good health, such as weight, tissue structure, and skin condition.

The body’s response to this influx of hormones occurs rapidly, without conscious thought or action. The rush of neurochemicals and hormones throughout the body and brain aid in what is called memory consolidation and retrieval in a part of the brain called the medial prefrontal cortex. In short, your dog remembers very well what happened to him when he was scared. When he is back in that situation again, his body will be able to access that memory quickly. He will remember that incident, which caused him fear and rocked his entire body, more clearly than he will remember the half hour you spent teaching him how to high-five the weekend before.

While, in the wild, this type of memory can save an animal’s life (i.e., there’s a predator in that area so I should avoid going there) as he goes about his daily activities, this avoidance mechanism can mean that a pet doesn’t receive proper veterinary or preventive care, putting his health (and, by extension, his human’s health) at serious risk.

Their recall ability is what helps dogs know how to react to a threat, but it can also be what gets them into fear-related trouble. As you probably know, dogs are extremely observant. They spend their lives watching us and are good at learning from experience and observation. This movement from the recliner means mom is going to the bathroom, whereas this seemingly same motion means we’re going for a walk. Puppies’ first lessons on responding to threats come from their mother, and they quickly pick up additional fear reactions as they interact with other dogs, other animals, and with humans (especially those who can unintentionally inflict pain or fear, such as members of the veterinary team). Once acquired, reactions to fear are not easily forgotten and may intensify with experience.
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Brain Anatomy: Amygdala

The amygdala is a small, almond-shaped part of the brain that receives information from all of the sensory systems in the body. Think of it as a processing and distribution center for environmental stimuli, turning sights and sounds into emotional responses. The signals are then broadcast to other parts of the brain, such as the hypothalamus (panting, trembling, increased blood flow to muscles), brainstem (fight, flight, freeze, fidget), and cerebral cortex (emotional experience). When a dog is frightened, on the surface we see only that he is hiding under a chair, trembling, but major events have occurred inside his body, altering the way he feels emotionally and physically and ensuring that he will never forget that particular experience.

—Dr. Lisa Radosta




Anticipating Fear

Dogs can be very perceptive. I have had many owners tell me that their dogs know the route to the veterinary hospital. When the owner turns down certain streets, the dog immediately starts to pant and shake. Some dogs become so anxious and fearful that they won’t even jump out of the car or walk into the veterinary clinic and must be carried inside. If a dog is too fearful, sometimes the owner needs the veterinary staff to make a human barrier and slowly walk up behind the dog to get him to move toward the clinic entrance. How sad is that? Think about how it makes the staff of the veterinary clinic feel. It also doesn’t set the dog up for a happy veterinary visit.

Other dogs associate any car ride with visits to the veterinary clinic. They won’t jump in the car, or they pace, pant, whine, or bark for the entire duration of the car ride. Some dogs vomit during the car ride or as soon as they arrive at the destination. I have had several patients who even defecate or urinate during the car ride. That’s unpleasant for both dogs and owners.

These reactions aren’t limited to visits to the veterinary clinic. Many dogs exhibit fear and anxiety during car rides because they may have generalized fear or anxiety of the unknown. Where are we going? Is it going to be fun or scary? It’s not easy to explain to your dog that he doesn’t have to be scared.

—Dr. Wailani Sung
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WHEN AND HOW FEAR STARTS

We think of fear as something that develops with experience, but fear can be genetic, starting in the womb. Canine behavior is complex, affected by both genetic and environmental factors. Genetics create a puppy’s behavioral template, but his environment and experiences in utero, after birth, and growing up all influence the expression of behaviors. This is why feral dogs on reservations or in parts of the world where they live on the periphery of humanity (because of religious taboos, fear of rabies, or not enough homes) can be more difficult to integrate into a household; for them, almost every motion or noise could be a death threat.

For instance, what a mother eats can affect her offspring’s taste preferences. If the mother experiences a physical or psychological trauma or is malnourished during pregnancy, the puppies’ development, including their response to stress, can be negatively affected. The pups may not be as friendly or learn as quickly as pups whose mother had better care.

An example of a heritable fear is noise phobia, such as fear of thunderstorms, fireworks, or gunshots. Research shows that herding breeds, Border Collies in particular, tend to be especially predisposed to this type of fear, suggesting that a genetic component is at work. Many dogs with noise phobia have parents, siblings, or other relatives with the same problem.

Fear can also be environmental. A fear of strangers or people in uniform who “invade territory” (think delivery people), for instance, may develop from lack of positive exposure during the sensitive period for socialization from three to fourteen weeks of age. Early negative experiences, such as being threatened or attacked by an aggressive dog, may also set fear in motion. Even an accident or illness at an early age (a painful fracture, skin laceration, or near-death experience from parvovirus) can affect a pup’s future development and behavior, with the potential to cause behavior problems such as aggression, fear of strangers, and separation anxiety.
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Are They the Same?

Fear, anxiety, and phobias are often lumped together, and dogs experiencing them may have similar physiological signs, but each has a distinct definition.

Fear is an emotion caused by the presence of danger. An extremely large and aggressive dog or an accelerating vehicle is charging toward me. It triggers an immediate response in the brain—specifically, the amygdala—to the perceived threat.

Anxiety is nervousness or apprehension regarding an anticipated threat. The best example is pulling up in front of the veterinary clinic. Think dogs can’t anticipate? Think again. A dog is quite capable of making the association that the last two times he went for a car ride, he was taken to the veterinarian’s office, where he experienced unpleasant things.

A phobia is an extreme, persistent, and abnormal fear of something. Usually, there’s no reasonable explanation for the existence of a phobia. The fear associated with a phobia is so strong that it affects quality of life or ability to function. A dog who is phobic about fireworks, for instance, may tremble, cry, or hide under the bed. Some go into full-blown panic mode and try to escape by jumping through a window, chewing through a door, or going over a fence and running away.
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Fear Figures

Hate taking your pet to the vet? You’re not alone. Statistics show that the frequency of veterinary visits is down, with one major factor being the animal’s perceived emotional stress about the visit combined with the stress the owner feels as a result. A study shows that just thinking about taking an animal to the veterinarian is stressful for 26 percent of dog owners, and 38 percent say their dog hates going to the vet’s office. In another study, 51 percent of owners said their pet dislikes going to the veterinarian, up from 45 percent in 2010. In the same study, 38 percent of owners agreed with the following sentiment: “Just thinking about taking my pet to the veterinarian is stressful.” That’s up from 30 percent in 2010. Fear is a real concern when it means pets can’t get regular healthcare.

—Dr. Marty Becker



It’s not unusual for dogs with one type of fear or anxiety to exhibit those emotions in other situations as well. For instance, dogs with noise or thunderstorm phobias are more likely to also suffer from separation anxiety.

CONSEQUENCES OF FEAR

To a certain extent, stress is beneficial because it aids survival, but as we know from human medicine, too much stress leads to physical and emotional problems. Unnecessary fear has physical, mental, emotional, and behavioral drawbacks and affects overall quality of life.

Fear has physiological effects: increased blood pressure, elevated stress hormones, lowered immune system, reduced coping ability. A stressed and fearful animal is more prone to disease and infection because rising cortisol levels suppress his immune system. He may suffer digestive upset, such as vomiting and diarrhea. One study found that dogs suffering extreme stress and fear have shorter life spans.

Fear creates powerful negative associations for an animal. Over time, emotional reactions to even mild fear can become stronger if the reactions are not addressed effectively. When a dog’s efforts to communicate with us by lowering his tail, hiding, jumping (seeking higher ground), barking, or otherwise exhibiting stress, fear, and anxiety fail, he may try to find other ways to tell us that he needs help. A puppy, for instance, may growl at the veterinarian or technician by the third visit when he anticipates a vaccination. He may urinate or defecate on himself or cry out. Traumatic experiences, such as a painful, bleeding toenail or a jerk from a choke chain for growling at the vet tech, become fixed in the dog’s mind. Dogs remember negative experiences; like us, their brains are wired to readily recall strong emotional experiences.
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The Scent of Fear

We humans typically have a pretty weak sense of smell, at least compared to dogs. Chemically, there’s a lot going on in the world that goes completely unnoticed by us, but scent is one of the ways that dogs, other mammals, and insects react to and spread knowledge of a threat.

When they encounter something dangerous, animals emit what are called alarm pheromones, chemical signals that alert others of the same species that something wicked this way comes. These alarm substances may cause the animals to freeze, defend themselves, or take off to a safer spot, depending on the situation and, of course, the species. While humans may secrete pheromones, scientists have not yet specifically identified any.



Fearful dogs can be more difficult to handle or may even become aggressive. They may bite, scratch, or otherwise act in a panicked manner, running the risk of injuring themselves, their owners, or the veterinary staff and making necessary veterinary care a struggle. The dogs’ fear limits who may work with them and what care or treatments they may receive.

In extreme cases, the pet may be unable to receive care or treatment without sedation. Take Bear, for instance. The two-year-old Chihuahua/Yorkie mix has been banned from numerous grooming shops. He gets his nails trimmed only while under sedation at the veterinary clinic.

For owners of dogs like Bear, veterinary care is more expensive, inconvenient, and time-intensive, not only in the cost and time spent administering sedation but also in the dog’s recovery time. When pets require sedation for simple and necessary procedures such as nail trims, the expense and effort limit the regularity of the procedure. Unnecessary fear bleeds into other areas of a dog’s life, causing him to be uncomfortable in such situations as meeting new people, being groomed, or having his paws handled.

Even if a pet’s fearful behavior is manageable in the beginning, it’s not likely to improve without help. We might hope that our dog will “grow out of it,” but most often that is not the case. Dogs who are anxious and fearful generally escalate and may show aggression if not helped.
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Using force may seem like the only solution. Why can’t the dog just tough it out? Maybe you’ve been able to do that when you were afraid, so why can’t your dog? The truth is that you have a much higher cognitive ability than your dog. In addition, most of us aren’t able to tough it out! We get sedation at the dentist, avoid roller coasters, and stay away from snakes. Imagine if you were scared of snakes, and someone held you down and dumped a box of snakes on you. That would be petrifying! Now, imagine that during this ordeal, a person is jerking on your neck or raising their voice to you. Do you feel less scared? Of course not. And neither does your dog.

Force only perpetuates and heightens the cycle of fear, reducing the dog’s trust in his human caregivers. Just because you can hold a puppy down to trim his nails doesn’t mean you should. It damages the human–animal bond and reduces your pet’s trust in you. And some dogs will eventually get large enough that they can successfully resist force and even become aggressive in response. Others may be so fearful that they flee in the face of treatment, risking injury to themselves and others.

Once developed, a fear or anxiety response can be mounted in the absence of the original stimulus as events become chained together in the dog’s mind. For example, if the dog rides in a car only when he goes to the veterinarian, the car ride can become linked with the veterinarian’s office. This association is so strong that the car itself elicits the same stress reaction that the veterinarian’s office typically causes, even if the car ride is to someplace pleasant. Animals who were driven somewhere and abandoned may have a similar fearful response to a car ride, even if it’s for a pleasurable purpose. The fear reaction may include crying, panting, yawning, licking their lips, drooling, or having diarrhea.

While normal fear has benefits because it protects our dogs from harm and teaches them to avoid certain threats, it can take over their lives if it becomes overwhelming. An abnormally fearful dog is unhappy and unhealthy, and his owner is equally unhappy.

DOGS DON’T HAVE TO BE AFRAID

Building confidence and fearlessness starts at home. Of course, it’s ideal if your puppy gets a Fear Free start right from the get-go, but even older dogs can benefit from changes in their environment and their owners’ actions. Let us introduce you to what a Fear Free environment—home, veterinary hospital, or other pet-centric locale—looks, sounds, smells, and feels like for a dog.

Imagine that your home is as comfortable for your dog as it is for you. He has a den, such as a crate or kennel, where he can retreat for some quiet time, away from curious toddlers or noisy teenagers playing raucous video games. He has fresh water, puzzle toys filled with his daily ration of food so he can go on a nonlethal hunt, and squeaky and chew toys to indulge his love of pouncing, tugging, and gnawing. There are few or no scented candles or potpourri to overwhelm his sensitive nose. When no one is home, the stereo or TV is tuned to the sounds of nature or DOGTV.

Outdoors in the fenced yard, your dog has another den, such as a doghouse or covered kennel run, where he can go to be protected from the elements. If he wants, he has a place where he can dig and bury treasure or make himself a nice, cool bed in the dirt or sand. He has fresh water, and he’s free to follow the sun’s path as it makes its way across the yard. He can take his time as he checks his “pee mail” and then deliberate over the ideal spot to deposit his feces (instead of the Chinese feng shui, think “dung shui”).
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Your dog is relaxed because he lives with people who are predictable and loving. They work hard to remove, reduce, or manage situations that cause him anxiety or fear, such as noises, separation anxiety, and conflicts with other animals in the home. They pay attention to his body language, vocalizations, and habits so they can tell whether he is happy and calm or anxious and fearful. Even better, they know how to reinforce calm or happy behaviors and ameliorate fearful or anxious behaviors. They not only provide his basic needs—food, water, shelter, veterinary care—but they indulge his genetic exuberance by providing many enrichment activities, such as toys, exercise, training, and play. They know that play is the Fear Free barometer: when a dog is feeling happy, healthy and calm, he plays!


What Is That Thing?

Sometimes, because of previous negative experiences, the mere sight of certain items can cause dogs to show fear and instantly lose trust in a caregiver. I had one patient who was friendly and approachable throughout the consultation. We were able to pet him and have him perform his training cues for food rewards. I was able to look into his eyes, ears, and mouth without a problem. He was happy to let me feel all his lymph nodes and gently palpate his abdomen. But as soon as I pulled out the stethoscope, the dog immediately lowered his body, flattened his ears, barked at me, and jumped 5 feet back. I immediately became the “monster” in his eyes. It took ten minutes of targeting exercises before he would approach; however, he would not let the stethoscope touch his body.

I had another patient who was happy to approach and take treats and even allow me to pet him, but the owner warned that the dog was usually aggressive during physical examinations. When the owner took out the dog’s basket muzzle, the dog instantly barked and lunged at me, even though I was sitting several feet away and had made no attempt to approach or touch him. The simple act of bringing out the muzzle caused the dog to think something bad was going to happen to him.

—Dr. Wailani Sung



I LOVE THE VET!

At a Fear Free veterinary hospital, relaxation begins in the parking lot. The owner may check in via phone from the car or in person in the lobby while the pet waits in the car. There’s no waiting in the stewpot of stress called the waiting room. Instead, dog and human are ushered right away to the privacy of an exam room or may choose to wait in the comfortable familiarity of their vehicle until the veterinarian can see them.

Dogs at this clinic are greeted with their favorite treats by all the staff they encounter. Depending on the dogs’ temperaments, staff members either toss the treats to the dogs or hand the treats directly to the dogs. Petting and play are on offer, too, but always with canine body language in mind: no direct eye contact or facing the animal head-on. Staff speak in low, calm tones of voice and never abruptly reach for animals.

The scale is set in the floor and covered with a nonslip rubber mat or carpeting so the pet doesn’t even know he’s getting weighed. A small dog in a carrier can be placed on a scale in the exam room while still in the carrier. Later, when the dog is out of the carrier, the vet tech weighs the carrier separately, allowing him or her to calculate the dog’s weight in an unobtrusive manner.

The exam room is quiet, except for calm, classical music designed for dogs. Pheromone plug-ins emit an aroma that’s calming to some dogs (they think Momma must be in the room) but unnoticeable by humans. A nonskid mat or carpet on the floor or exam table provides a secure and comfortable surface for the dog to stand or lie on. Comfortable bench seating allows owner and dog to sit next to each other if they want.

When the owner notifies the clinic in advance that his or her dog is anxious or fearful, this pet may have the luxury of coming in during specific times designated for timid dogs, such as the first appointment of the day. The appointment has extra time built in to allay the pet’s fear. The technician tosses treats while taking the dog’s history. This not only helps create a positive experience for the pet but also allows the technician to gauge the animal’s demeanor and mood. Does he take the treats and eat them? If not, he is beyond his stress threshold. If he does take the treats, the technician begins to help him form positive associations with being in the room and works to build a relationship with him.
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When the pet appears comfortable, the technician takes vital signs: temperature, pulse, and respiration. If the pet is uncomfortable, and if the pet is healthy, the tech may decide to skip taking his temperature. Some dogs, when offered tasty treats such as liver paste, squeeze cheese, or peanut butter, may not mind the procedure at all. If the animal protests, the technician should stop the procedure and allow the pet to calm down. The veterinarian can get the vital signs later, during the exam.

At every step of the visit, the entire veterinary team looks after the dog’s emotional and physical well-being. Everyone wants him to be happy and relaxed before moving on to diagnostic procedures or treatments. If sedation is a better option for a particular dog, it’s a first resort, not a last resort. 

Any type of Fear Free environment, from home to grooming shop to pet-supply store, incorporates these types of techniques. Both pets and owners should feel comfortable, welcome, calm and relaxed.

BENEFITS OF FEAR FREE HANDLING AND CARE

First experiences set up how a dog will respond to care and handling in the future. In a best-case scenario, they introduce him kindly to what he can expect.

Ensuring that a dog has many positive experiences helps outweigh the inevitable unpleasant experiences. Think of it as an emotional bank account, with more positive deposits than negative withdrawals. The goal is to minimize bad experiences by making them as nonaversive as possible. As owners, veterinarians or other caregivers, we can’t always prevent negative experiences, but if they happen inadvertently or are unavoidable—such as discomfort or pain from a procedure—the positive balance can help the dog recover more quickly with less likelihood of lasting trauma.
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We always make note of what caused calm behavior or fearful behavior and work to increase the former and decrease the latter. For example, if a pet is more relaxed when examined on the floor of the exam room, if a certain gentle control method worked best, and if the pet enjoyed one treat in particular, all of those things will happen on his next visit. We have an emotional well-being record to go along with the medical health record.

It’s not trial-and-error or hit-and-miss; it’s a long march of removing or reducing fear and anxiety triggers and increasing things that calm. For example, if a pet has a serious negative reaction to the prick of a needle for vaccinations, antibiotics, or blood draws, we might use a topical anesthetic, such as lidocaine, to numb the skin before pricking it. When a pet has low-stress veterinary or grooming visits, daycare or boarding stays, walks around the neighborhood, or visits to relatives’ homes, the result is a higher likelihood of success each time you repeat these activities.


Nervous Tics

Maybe you’re just a little nervous about something. You bite your fingernails, twirl your hair, shift in your seat, laugh tentatively, or tap your fingers on a surface. These are all minor signs of stress.

But go for a walk in the woods and see what happens when you encounter a snake. Your heart races, and your palms get sweaty. You may jump back, freeze, or become shaky. When you see a threat, your body responds before your conscious mind catches up and recognizes that the snake is at a safe distance from you. Or that it’s not a snake at all, but a stick.

Fear of flying might cause similar signs. You may be so anxious that not even chocolate or wine can help calm you down. You take the medication your doctor prescribed, but it’s too late. Once you’ve reached a heightened state of fear, medication is less likely to have a beneficial effect.

Anxious or fearful dogs go through a similar array of signals. If they are a little nervous or excited, they may yawn, lick their lips, pant, avert their gaze, hide, groom themselves, shake themselves, look away toward an exit, or whine. More extreme fear can cause them to freeze or initiate a fight-or-flight response (e.g., bite or lunge at a person or leap off an exam table). They may also experience physiological effects, such as panting or yawning. For a dog who is fearful of new people, an approaching stranger can cause the same kind of fear as when you see a snake. The dog’s nervousness progresses according to the perceived level of threat and factors such as distance, duration, intensity, and his ability to move away.

—Mikkel Becker



When dogs are less fearful about veterinary visits or being handled by groomers or others, there’s a lower risk of injury to the dog and all people involved. That means that the dog can receive healthcare, training, and grooming on a regular basis because these tasks are less stressful for the dog, the owner, and everyone else. The pet, pet owner, and the care providers will all have a better experience. Early intervention in health, behavior and care problems is more likely to happen. Regular veterinary care and early intervention in health and behavior problems increase the likelihood of successful treatment and reduce the cost of treatment.

Reducing fear has positive effects beyond the ability to take the pet to the vet or groomer. When a pet has a positive experience in a potentially frightening situation, it increases his confidence and improves his ability to adjust to change, welcome new experiences, and accept interactions with different people. The great news is that after decades of research and almost a decade of intense focus, we have cracked the code of what causes fear and anxiety for most dogs in general and can drill down to find out what negatively and positively affects each individual dog. When armed with a good medical and emotional history, utilizing proven products and techniques will extinguish anxiety and fear and promote calm. Committing to looking after both the physical and emotional health of pets, we can move them from fearful to Fear Free.


[image: image]

RECOGNIZING FEAR, ANXIETY, AND STRESS/RECOGNIZING CALM

Fear and anxiety are two different emotional states. Fear is a normal response to a threat, while anxiety is anticipation of a response. Stress is a general term referring to the result of any physical, mental, or emotional demand on the body or brain. In this chapter—and throughout this book—we are talking about all three.

Our dogs can’t talk to us, but we can learn to interpret their body language, and often that’s just as good. A flick of the ear, a roll of the eye, or the speed of a tail wag can tell us almost everything we need to know about a dog’s emotional state, which is especially important when it comes to recognizing the early, subtle signs of fear, anxiety, and stress. Knowing those signs can help us keep our dogs on the “relaxed, happy, or only mildly tense” end of the spectrum—as much as possible, at least. When we notice signs of fear, anxiety, or stress early on, it’s much easier to intervene than when a pet is already at the stage of fight, flight, freeze, or fidget. Once fear, anxiety, and stress have progressed to panic, they are much more difficult to address.


Consistency Counts

Among my patients are many dogs who suffer from lack of consistency in their lives, including dogs who have been rehomed several times, dogs whose owners have changed homes multiple times, and dogs whose owners have frequent changes in their schedules. They usually exhibit anxious and destructive behavior, often leading to full-blown panic attacks when their owners are absent because they may believe the owners will never return. Even changes that occur uncommonly, such as an owner’s return to work after a hiatus or a long vacation, can be enough to cause a pet to become anxious about being left alone.

When these dogs are left in the care of a pet sitter or boarded when their owners go on vacation, all they know is that their owners are gone and there is no assurance that they will return. The resulting panic causes a physical change called the stress response, resulting in signs such as pacing, drooling, and excessive vocalization. Sometimes, these behaviors continue for only a brief period of time after the owner leaves, but other dogs perform them throughout the entire time the owners are absent.

Some dogs will eliminate inappropriately and chew or scratch at windows or doors. I have had several patients scratch enough to force themselves through windows that were barely open and subsequently fall out of two- and three-story buildings. One two-year-old neutered Australian Shepherd mix became so frantic when left alone that he would jump on furniture and kitchen counters. One day, he turned on the kitchen stove and set the house on fire. Luckily, he and his canine housemate were rescued by the fire department. Even though there was another dog in the home, it wasn’t enough to ease his fear of being abandoned.

—Dr. Wailani Sung



In general, dogs can be fearful because they have inherited the tendency through traumatic experience and through the influence of learning. Anything in the environment when an animal is fearful, anxious, or stressed can become a trigger for that emotional state. That includes you. Dogs can pick up on the body language and tone of voice of their people. Your anxiety about taking your dog to the vet or groomer or seeing an unknown dog approach travels right down the leash to your dog and activates his own fearful, anxious, or stressed reaction.

Dogs react to our body language as well. They can read smiles and frowns. You may have heard advice against comforting a fearful dog. It’s not wrong to help a dog through his fear, but it’s important to stay calm so he can pick up on your attitude.

Finally, some pets are simply born fearful, just as some people are genetically programmed to be short. For instance, German Shepherds and English Springer Spaniels are common study subjects for researchers because of the high incidence of fear or aggression seen in those breeds. That is genetics, not human influence.

WHAT CAUSES FEAR?

Fear travels many paths to a dog’s brain. For instance, it can result from lack of socialization. Socialization is the positive exposure to many different people, other animals, sounds, sights, and experiences that a puppy needs early in life, between three and sixteen weeks of age, to help him become a well-rounded adult dog who takes new things in stride.

[image: image]

Lack of consistency in life is another source of fear, anxiety, and stress. We might see this in dogs who are passed from family to family or who are abandoned to shelters or the streets. When their lives aren’t predictable, it’s no surprise that dogs can develop fearful, anxious, and stressed behaviors.

Of course, frightening experiences, such as being attacked by another animal or being startled by the boom and crack of thunderstorms, gunshots, or fireworks, can trigger fear as well. That’s one of the reasons it’s vitally important for puppies to meet friendly dogs and people, have positive experiences with veterinarians and other caregivers, and become accustomed to unexpected loud noises during the critical socialization period of three to sixteen weeks of age.

Like frightening experiences, painful illnesses or injuries, especially early in life, may also be the root of a dog’s fear. Dogs who have suffered traumatic injuries, such as being hit by a car, can react fearfully, even if you are trying to help them.

Diseases or conditions later in life, such as hypothyroidism, orthopedic diseases, certain tick-borne diseases that cause joint pain, or loss of vision or hearing can also cause dogs to be fearful. For instance, a dog with painful joints may react fearfully when touched or when he thinks he will be touched.

A veterinary exam can often be instrumental in uncovering a cause of fear. Any time your dog seems fearful, anxious, or stressed, it’s important to let your veterinarian know so he or she can rule out potential medical causes of fear and anxiety. These causes can include painful arthritis, ingestion of a toxic substance that is causing unusual behavior—pressing the head against the wall, for instance—or conditions such as thyroid disease or a brain tumor.

Lack of companionship, communication, or normal activities may play a role. Dogs are highly social animals. When they lack interaction with people or other animals, when their attempts to communicate are misunderstood, or when they are unable to behave normally (no opportunity to chew or dig, for instance), they can become anxious, stressed, or fearful.

A final factor is heredity, which is an underlying factor in many cases referred to veterinary behaviorists. Acknowledging this is important to understanding why fear, anxiety, and stress can’t always be fixed like a dent in a car or a broken television.

RECOGNIZING FEAR, ANXIETY, AND STRESS

Noticing fear, anxiety, or stress early on is important. When you can do that, it allows you to remove your dog from a stressful or frightening situation before his reaction escalates to escape or aggression. It also helps you prevent your dog from becoming chronically stressed, which can affect his physical health and emotional well-being.


Wag the Dog

We often hear that a wagging tail means a dog is friendly, but that’s not the whole story. With the way that a dog holds his tail and the speed at which he wags, dogs communicate a range of feelings, from aggression to relaxation to welcome. You might even say they’re tattle-tails!

Even more fascinating, the direction in which your dog’s tail wags may reveal how he feels about you, according to a study from Italy published in 2013 in Current Biology. The study showed that when dogs were attracted to or wanted to approach a person or stimulus, their tail wagged mainly toward the right. Dogs who were fearful or wanted to withdraw from a person or stimulus wagged mainly toward the left. Here’s what you should know about the tell-tale tail:

• Tail height offers important insight into a dog’s state of mind. A tail held high may signal that a dog is feeling alert, excited, or confident. A dog who holds his tail lower than normal or tucks it tightly to his body may be afraid, submissive, tired, or in pain.

• Beware of a dog whose tail is rigid or stiff and held high. The hair on the tail may stand on end, making the tail look bigger. This dog is aroused or agitated and may react to whatever catches his attention, whether that’s a person, a dog walking down the sidewalk, or a cat crossing the lawn.

• The curly tail of a dog such as a Pug becomes even more tightly wound when the dog is tense. The existing curl in the tail tightens as the dog becomes more aroused, eventually curling over itself. In these dogs, a tensed tail can indicate excitement or aggression. When a curly-tailed dog is relaxed, the tail may unwind and go straight. A loose tail may also signal that he’s tired or not feeling well.

• The speed and style of a tail wag also indicates a dog’s attitude. A sweeping tail wag that moves from side to side at the height of the dog’s normal tail carriage suggests a happy, relaxed dog. A tail beating back and forth with gusto at a neutral level signals an exuberant, joyful dog. This dog’s hind end may be wiggling with his tail rotating like a helicopter blade.

• Remember that while a friendly dog may not wag his tail at all, a tense dog may. A dog who’s feeling insecure usually holds his tail low, flicking it back and forth slightly or swiftly. This type of wag may indicate deference or that the dog is feeling conflicted and may bite. A tail held high with the tip wagging very quickly is a sign of high arousal. Dogs who display this body language signal have their brain neurochemistry turbocharged and may bite.

• Of course, how a dog holds his tail varies with each dog’s tail type and height. Siberian Huskies and Alaskan Malamutes, for instance, have curved tails that float over their backs, while Whippets and Greyhounds normally carry their tails low.

• It’s fun—and often important—to be able to read a dog’s tail lingo, but don’t forget to look at his overall body language to get the full story. Your knowledge of your dog’s personality as well as the surrounding environment or circumstances can help you determine if your dog feels happy or threatened, scared or relaxed.

—Mikkel Becker



A head-to-tail scan of your dog’s body can give you significant clues that he’s feeling uncomfortable in a particular situation. First, know your dog. What does your dog look like when he is stressed? Does he pant, pace, or scan his surroundings? Does he freeze and become stiff, glancing at you and showing the whites of his eyes? In a fearful, stressed, or anxious dog, the whites of the eyes may be more noticeable because the dog’s body and head are stiff, but he keeps his eyes focused on what is scaring him. Some dogs have an intense or direct stare with dilated pupils (big, glazed eyes). Still other dogs avoid eye contact with people or other dogs, or they blink more frequently than normal.

Note the ears. Your dog may perk erect ears up higher or lay them back close to or flat against his head. Dogs with floppy ears may move them back slightly from their normal position, a subtle motion that’s not as easy to notice as the carriage of upright ears.

An anxious, fearful, or stressed dog may close his mouth tightly or pull his lips back in a tense grimace. He may pant excessively. You may notice that his whiskers are erect and that the whisker beds appear more pronounced. His next step may be to growl, snarl, snap, or bite. Other vocalizations that can signal distress are barking, whimpering, and whining.

Look at your dog’s stance. If he’s stressed, he may stand in one place and lift a front paw or shift his weight away from whatever is causing him concern. He may turn his head and body away or lower his body in an attempt to make himself look harmless.

[image: image]

Change in activity level is another signal. Anxious, stressed, or fearful dogs may freeze, refusing to move. On the opposite end of the spectrum, they can become hyperactive, appearing on edge and ready to react defensively.


Signs of Fear in Dogs

It’s easy to overlook signs of fear in dogs. Some of them are obvious (screaming, for instance), but, too often, the signals of fear, anxiety, or stress may be subtle or may simply look like normal behaviors if you’re unaware of what you’re looking for.

The following examples of body language and behavior can help you understand when your dog is telling you that he’s frightened, anxious, or stressed. Not every dog will show all of these signs, but if you notice any of them in your dog, it’s time to look around and see what might be causing fear.
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