6 MISTAKES YOU CAN’'T AFFORD
T0 MAKE WHEN TREATING

SEPARATION
ANXIETY



WELCOME

If you are struggling to leave your dog home
alone, you have come to the right place. I'm
Jackie and | work solely with Canine Separation
Anxiety and other alone-time challenges. Having
focused my knowledge and experience in this
challenging area, | understand the havoc that
this behavior problem can wreak on your life and
peace of mind.

| am certified and mentored by the world’s
leading expert on Separation Anxiety, Malena
DeMartini, and | continue to pursue the most
up-to-date research and continuing education.
Resolution of separation-related challenges
requires patience, empathy, compassion, and
exceptional attention to the intricacies of your
individual dog and situation. As a coach and
trainer, | bring these qualities to all interactions
with my clients as we embark on our journey
together.




TREATMENT BEGINS
WITH PREVENTION

Sharing your life with a dog with
separation anxiety isn’t easy. Neighbors
complain about the incessant barking
that starts the moment you leave and
persists until you return. Your house
gets destroyed every time you're away.
You come home to find your beloved
companion clearly in a state of panic.
Maybe your dog has even resorted to
injuring himself during periods of being
left alone.

You feel like a prisoner in
your own home.

But what if | told you that there is hope?
What if separation anxiety could be
successfully treated with a carefully-
constructed behavior plan? | know this is
true, because it’s how | have resolved this
behavior problem over and over again for
my clients. You can break free from the
prison of your home and get back to the
love & joy with your dog.

The first step is to avoid the most common
mistakes that will make the problem
worse. The pitfalls of repeating these
misguided behaviors are great; you take

a giant step backwards in your treatment
plan each time you do.



NOT TRAINING
AT THE RIGHT
THRESHOLD



STAY AT THRESHOLD 1

In behavior modification, thresholds are used to define varying emotional states. In

a separation anxiety training plan, we want to practice our absences (or pre-absence
rituals) at Threshold 1. A very common mistake is to train at Threshold 2, because the dog
seems to be “holding it together.” But training at this level is likely to slow progress, and

potentially make the anxiety worse.

THRESHOLD LEVELS

THRESHOLD 1 THRESHOLD 2 THRESHOLD 3
Perfectly comfortable/relaxed Panting, pacing/hyper-alertness, Heavy vocalizing, destructive behavior,
yawning, lip-licking eliminating inside in an otherwise

house-trained dog




NOT SUSPENDING
ABSENCES



A VERSION OF THE PROBLEM
THAT ISN'T A PROBLEM

When treating separation anxiety, we are
trying to teach our dog one thing: Being
alone is safe. We do this by incrementally
exposing him to “a version of the problem
that isn’t a problem,” and carefully
increasing the intensity of this exposure
only as he is comfortable. And since the
“problem” we're dealing with is being left
alone, we have to figure out a version of
it that the dog is totally okay with as a

starting point.

This means that absences long enough to
send your dog into a state of panic have
to be temporarily suspended as you work
through the plan. The more your dog
experiences absences filled with panic,
the harder it will be to help him learn that
absences are safe. For treatment to be
successful, we need to make a promise to
our dog: | will not throw more at you than
you can handle. If we break that contract,
progress will be slower and regressions

will be more frequent.

THINGS TO REMEMBER

Think of your treatment plan as a contract you’re making with your dog. You
will not let him experience that sickening feeling of panic again. When that
trust is built, you’re well on your way to treating separation anxiety.




NOT WATCHING
ON CAMERA
WHEN YOU'RE
TRAINING



VIDEO IS EVERYTHING

Okay, so now that we know the they think are benign are actually subtle
importance of thresholds, how do we signs of fear when we review video of their
know that we're at the right level when we  training missions together.

can’t be there to observe their behavior?
Hello, technology! There are lots of
fantastic, affordable camera options out
there that give us a glimpse of our dogs’
emotional state from afar. This is my
DON’'T FORGET

favorite option.
It is critical that you watch your dog'’s

behavior when left alone live on camera.
You’ll certainly be able to tell if your It's how we make training decisions in a

dog is at Threshold 3, but the distinction separation anxiety treatment plan.
between Threshold 2 and Threshold 1 is
often more nuanced. Studying dog body

language will help you tell the difference
between “holding it together” and “totally
comfortable”, and this is a great place

to start. My private clients are often

surprised to learn that the behaviors that


https://wyze.com/
https://drsophiayin.com/blog/entry/dog-bite-prevention-week-poster-on-the-body-language-of-fear-and-aggression/

LETTING YOUR
DOG CRY IT OUT



MAKING MATTERS WORSE

Have you heard that if you return to

your dog when he is vocalizing, you’ll be
“rewarding” the anxiety? This is a very
common misconception for a good reason;
behaviors that are rewarded increase.
But here’s the thing. When treating
separation anxiety, our goal is to change
emotions, not behavior. We will in fact
change behavior, but only as a side effect
of eliminating the panic that our dogs
experience. When that panic is gone, all
the destruction and vocalizing that came

long with it are gone, too.

And here’s the other thing. Letting your
dog cry it out will actually make the panic
worse. Imagine if you had an intense
phobia of spiders. And one day, you

got locked in a small room with a giant

spider. You screamed in panic and a friend
immediately came, let you out of the room
and comforted you. Would that make

you more fearful of spiders? Nope. Now
imagine if that friend never came. Your
panic would intensify with each passing
moment, and when you finally got out

of the room, you’d be traumatized. And
the next time you saw a spider, your fear
would be more deeply ingrained. This is
exactly what we'’re trying to avoid when

treating separation anxiety.

DON’'T FORGET

Letting your dog cry it out will prove him
right. It will teach him that being alone is in
fact something to fear.




BELIEVING YOUR
DOG IS TRYING TO
GET BACK AT YOU
FOR LEAVING



DOGS ARE NOT SPITEFUL

It can certainly seem like our dogs are
punishing us at times. They are perfect
angels when we’re home. They don’t chew
anything other than their toys and we can’t
remember the last time they had a potty
accident inside. And the second we leave
them, they chew up the entry door and

pee on our new rug. Clearly spite, right?

Actually, not at all. Dogs with separation
anxiety are in a state of complete panic.
Remember the spider example? If your
phobia was great enough, you would do
everything you could to get away from that
terrifying spider. And that might involve
dismantling the exit door to try to escape.
That is what is going on when separation
anxiety dogs are destructive in our

absence, not a rebellious act to spite us.

DID YOU KNOW?

As far as we know,
dogs are not capable of
feelings like spite.

[t can seem like they feel
guilty when we return

to their mess after an
absence, but it’'s more
likely fear.

Potty accidents inside
only when left alone are
common in separation
anxiety dogs.



USING
PUNISHMENT



KEEP YOUR DOG FEELING SAFE

It can be tempting to use tools like bark
or shock collars to get relief from the
problem behaviors that manifest when
your dog is in a state of panic. And, it can
seem like it’s working in the short term.
But in reality, it is the absolute worst thing

you can do to treat your dog’s anxiety.

Let’s recall the spider example. We
already know how terrifying it would be
to be locked in a tiny room with a spider
if we had a phobia of spiders. But imagine
how much more traumatizing it would

be if we were also shot with a taser gun
every time we screamed. Sure, we might
stop screaming in the immediate to avoid
the shock, but how would we feel about
spiders after the whole episode? The

answer is much, much worse. Let’s help

our dogs learn that being alone is safe, not

traumatic.

DID YOU KNOW?

» Studies show that using
punishment to change
behavior can create and/
or exacerbate fear and
aggression.

« Punishment can also
prevent a dog from
communicating his
internal emotional state,
which is a valuable
piece of information
in separation anxiety
training.



BUT IS IT REALLY
SEPARATION ANXIETY?

If you’re unsure whether or not your dog has
separation anxiety, get in touch with me for an
assessment.

LEARN MORE


https://www.believeinyour.dog/
https://www.believeinyour.dog

