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Dog Training: Nothing in Life is Free 

The Humane Society of the United States  

 
You're relaxing on the sofa reading the paper when your dog bumps your leg to get your 
attention. You ignore him so he plops his ball in your lap.  

You ignore him again so, being a persistent pup, he sticks his head under the 
newspaper, making it impossible for you to read that story about what your neighbor was 
caught doing. Exasperated, you toss the ball for your dog. Boy, has he got you trained! 

Do you wish the roles were reversed?  

If so, a training technique called "Nothing in Life is Free" may be just the solution you're 
looking for. "Nothing in Life is Free" isn't a magic pill that will solve a specific behavior 
problem. Instead, it's a way of living with your dog that will help him behave better 
because he trusts and accepts you as his leader and is confident knowing his place in 
the family. 

What is "Nothing in Life is Free"? 

You have resources—food, treats, toys, and attention. Your dog wants those resources. 
Make him earn them. That's the basis of "Nothing in Life is Free." When your dog does 
what you want, he gets rewarded with the thing he wants. 

You may also hear this aspect of training called "No Free Lunch" or "Say Please." Those 
are just other names for "Nothing in Life is Free." 

How to practice "Nothing in Life is Free" 

1. First, use positive reinforcement methods to teach your dog a few commands and/or 
tricks. "Sit," "Down," "Come," and "Stay" are useful commands. "Shake," "Speak," and 
"Roll over" are fun tricks to teach your dog.  

http://www.humanesociety.org/animals/dogs/tips/dog_training_positive_reinforcement.html


2. Stop giving away resources. Do you mindlessly pet your dog for no reason? Stop. 
Your attention is a valuable resource to your dog. Don't give it away. Make him earn it. 

3. Once your dog has mastered a few commands, you can begin to practice "Nothing In 
Life Is Free." 

Before you give your dog anything (food, a treat, a walk, etc.) he must first perform one 
of the commands he has learned. For example:  

 In order for you to put your dog's leash on to go for a walk, he must sit until 
you've put the leash on.  

 When you feed your dog, he must sit and stay until you've put the bowl on the 
floor.  

 Play a game of fetch after work and make your dog sit and "shake hands" each 
time you throw the toy.  

 Rub your dog's belly while watching TV, but make him lie down and roll over 
before being petted. 

4. Once you've given the command, don't give your dog what he wants until he does 
what you want. If he refuses to perform the command, don't give in. Be patient and 
remember that eventually he will have to obey your command to get what he wants. 

5. Make sure your dog knows the command well and understands what you want before 
you begin practicing "Nothing in Life is Free." 

The benefits of this technique 

Requiring your dog to work for everything he wants is a safe, positive, non-
confrontational way to establish your leadership position. 

Even if your dog never displays aggressive behavior such as growling, snarling, or 
snapping, he can still manipulate you. He may be affectionate to the point of being 
"pushy," such as nudging your hand to be petted or "worming" his way onto the furniture 
to be close to you. This technique gently reminds the dog that he must abide by your 
rules. 

Fearful dogs may become more confident by obeying commands. As they succeed in 
learning more tricks, their continued success will increase confidence and ultimately lead 
them to feeling more comfortable and less stressed. 

Why this technique works 

Dogs want good stuff. If the only way to get it is to do what you ask, they'll do it. 

Good leadership encourages good behavior by providing the guidance and boundaries 
dogs need.  Practicing "Nothing in Life is Free" gently and effectively communicates to 

your dog that you are the leader because you control all the resources. 









Dogs: Positive Reinforcement 
Training 

Just say yes to training your dog with treats and praise 

The Humane Society of the United States  

 
Remember how happy you were if your parents gave you a dollar for every A on your 
report card? They made you want to do it again, right? That's positive reinforcement.  

Dogs don't care about money. They care about praise … and food. Positive 
reinforcement training uses praise and/or treats to reward your dog for doing something 
you want him to do. Because the reward makes him more likely to repeat the behavior, 
positive reinforcement is one of your most powerful tools for shaping or changing your 
dog's behavior.  

Rewarding your dog for good behavior sounds pretty simple, and it is! But to practice the 
technique effectively, you need to follow some basic guidelines. 

Timing is everything 

Correct timing is essential when using positive reinforcement.  

 The reward must occur immediately—within seconds—or your pet may not 
associate it with the proper action. For example, if you have your dog sit but reward him 
after he's stood back up, he'll think he's being rewarded for standing up.  

 Using a clicker to mark the correct behavior can improve your timing and also 
help your dog understand the connection between the correct behavior and the treat. 

Keep it short  

Dogs don't understand sentences. "Daisy, I want you to be a good girl and sit for me 
now" will likely earn you a blank stare. 

Keep commands short and uncomplicated. The most commonly used dog commands 
are: 

 watch me  
 sit  
 stay  
 down (which means "lie down")  
 off (which means "get off of me" or "get off the furniture")  
 stand  
 come  
 heel (which means "walk close to my side")   
 leave it  



Consistency is key 

Everyone in the family should use the same commands; otherwise, your dog may be 
confused. It might help to post a list of commands where everyone can become familiar 
with them. 

Consistency also means always rewarding the desired behavior and never rewarding 
undesired behavior. 

When to use positive reinforcement 

The good: Positive reinforcement is great for teaching your dog commands, and it's also 
a good way of reinforcing good behavior. You may have your dog sit  

 before letting him out the door (which helps prevent door-darting)  
 before petting him (which helps prevent jumping on people)  
 before feeding him (which helps teach him good meal-time manners). 

Give him a pat or a "Good dog" for lying quietly by your feet, or slip a treat into a Kong®-
type toy when he's chewing it instead of your shoe. 

The bad: Be careful that you don't inadvertently use positive reinforcement to reward 
unwanted behaviors. For example, if you let your dog outside every time he barks at a 
noise in the neighborhood, you're giving him a reward (access to the yard) for behavior 
you want to discourage. 

Shaping behavior 

It can take time for your dog to learn certain behaviors. You may need to use a 
technique called "shaping," which means reinforcing something close to the desired 
response and then gradually requiring more from your dog before he gets the treat. 

For example, if you're teaching your dog to "shake hands," you may initially reward him 
for lifting his paw off the ground, then for lifting it higher, then for touching your hand, 
then for letting you hold his paw, and finally, for actually "shaking hands" with you. 

Types of rewards 

Positive reinforcement can include food treats, praise, petting, or a favorite toy or game. 
Since most dogs are highly food-motivated, food treats work especially well for training. 

 A treat should be enticing and irresistible to your pet. Experiment a bit to see 
which treats work best for your pet.  

 It should be a very small (pea-size or even smaller for little dogs), soft piece of 
food, so that he will immediately gulp it down and look to you for more. Don't give your 
dog something he has to chew or that breaks into bits and falls on the floor.  

 Keep a variety of treats handy so your dog won't become bored getting the same 
treat every time. You can carry the treats in a pocket or fanny pack.  



 Each time you use a food reward, you should couple it with a verbal reward 
(praise). Say something like, "Yes!" or "Good dog," in a positive, happy tone of voice. 
Then give your dog a treat. 

If your dog isn't as motivated by food treats, a toy, petting, or brief play can be very 
effective rewards. 

When to give treats 

When your pet is learning a new behavior, reward him every time he does the behavior. 
This is called continuous reinforcement. 

Once your pet has reliably learned the behavior, you want to switch to intermittent 
reinforcement, in which you continue with praise, but gradually reduce the number of 
times he receives a treat for doing the desired behavior. 

 At first, reward him with the treat four out of every five times he does the 
behavior. Over time, reward him three out of five times, then two out of five times, and so 
on, until you're only rewarding him occasionally.  

 Continue to praise him every time—although once your dog has learned the 
behavior, your praise can be less effusive, such as a quiet but positive, "Good dog."  

 Use a variable schedule of reinforcement so that he doesn't catch on that he only 
has to respond every other time. Your pet will soon learn that if he keeps responding, 
eventually he'll get what he wants—your praise and an occasional treat. 

Caution! Don't decrease the rewards too quickly. You don't want your dog to become 
frustrated. 

By understanding positive reinforcement, you'll see that you're not forever bound to carry 
a pocketful of goodies. Your dog will soon be working for your verbal praise, because he 
wants to please you and knows that, occasionally, he'll get a treat, too.  

 



















Crate Training 

"Private room with a view. Ideal for traveling dogs or for those who just want a 
secure, quiet place to hang out at home."  

That's how your dog might describe his crate. It's his own personal den where he can 
find comfort and solitude while you know he's safe and secure—and not shredding your 
house while you're out running errands. 

Crating philosophy 

Crate training uses a dog's natural instincts as a den animal. A wild dog's den is his 
home, a place to sleep, hide from danger, and raise a family. The crate becomes your 
dog's den, an ideal spot to snooze or take refuge during a thunderstorm. 

  

 The primary use for a crate is housetraining. Dogs don't like to soil their dens.  
 The crate can limit access to the rest of the house while he learns other rules, 

like not to chew on furniture.  
 Crates are a safe way to transport your dog in the car. 

Crating caution! 

A crate isn't a magical solution. If not used correctly, a dog can feel trapped and 
frustrated. 

  

 Never use the crate as a punishment. Your dog will come to fear it and refuse to 
enter it.  

 Don't leave your dog in the crate too long.  A dog that’s crated day and night 
doesn't get enough exercise or human interaction and can become depressed or 
anxious. You may have to change your schedule, hire a pet sitter, or take your dog to a 
doggie daycare facility to reduce the amount of time he must spend in his crate every 
day.  

 Puppies under six months of age shouldn't stay in a crate for more than three or 
four hours at a time. They can't control their bladders and bowels for that long.  The 
same goes for adult dogs that are being housetrained.  Physically, they can hold it, but 
they don’t know they’re supposed to.  

 Crate your dog only until you can trust him not to destroy the house. After that, it 
should be a place he goes voluntarily. 

Selecting a crate 

Several types of crates are available: 



  

 Plastic (often called "flight kennels")  
 Fabric on a collapsible, rigid frame  
 Collapsible, metal pens 

Crates come in different sizes and can be purchased at most pet supply stores or pet 
supply catalogs. 

Your dog's crate should be just large enough for him to stand up and turn around in. If 
your dog is still growing, choose a crate size that will accommodate his adult size. Block 
off the excess crate space so your dog can't eliminate at one end and retreat to the 
other. Your local animal shelter may rent out crates.  By renting, you can trade up to the 
appropriate size for your puppy until he’s reached his adult size, when you can invest in 
a permanent crate. 

The crate training process 

Crate training can take days or weeks, depending on your dog's age, temperament and 
past experiences. It's important to keep two things in mind while crate training: 

  

 The crate should always be associated with something pleasant.  
 Training should take place in a series of small steps. Don't go too fast. 

Step 1: Introduce your dog to the crate 

Place the crate in an area of your house where the family spends a lot of time, such as 
the family room. Put a soft blanket or towel in the crate. Take the door off and let the dog 
explore the crate at his leisure. Some dogs will be naturally curious and start sleeping in 
the crate right away.  If yours isn't one of them: 

  

 Bring him over to the crate, and talk to him in a happy tone of voice. Make sure 
the crate door is open and secured so that it won't hit your dog and frighten him.  

 Encourage your dog to enter the crate by dropping some small food treats 
nearby, then just inside the door, and finally, all the way inside the crate. If he refuses to 
go all the way in at first, that's okay; don't force him to enter.  

 Continue tossing treats into the crate until your dog will walk calmly all the way 
into the crate to get the food. If he isn't interested in treats, try tossing a favorite toy in 
the crate. This step may take a few minutes or as long as several days. 

Step 2: Feed your dog his meals in the crate 

After introducing your dog to the crate, begin feeding him his regular meals near the 
crate. This will create a pleasant association with the crate. 



  

 If your dog is readily entering the crate when you begin Step 2, place the food 
dish all the way at the back of the crate.  

 If he remains reluctant to enter the crate, put the dish only as far inside as he will 
readily go without becoming fearful or anxious. Each time you feed him, place the dish a 
little further back in the crate.  

 Once your dog is standing comfortably in the crate to eat his meal, you can close 
the door while he's eating. The first time you do this, open the door as soon as he 
finishes his meal. With each successive feeding, leave the door closed a few minutes 
longer, until he's staying in the crate for ten minutes or so after eating.  

 If he begins to whine to be let out, you may have increased the length of time too 
quickly. Next time, try leaving him in the crate for a shorter time period. If he does whine 
or cry in the crate, don’t let him out until he stops. Otherwise, he'll learn that the way to 
get out of the crate is to whine, so he'll keep doing it. 

Step 3: Lengthen the crating periods 

After your dog is eating his regular meals in the crate with no sign of fear or anxiety, you 
can confine him there for short time periods while you're home. 

  

 Call him over to the crate and give him a treat.  
 Give him a command to enter, such as "kennel." Encourage him by pointing to 

the inside of the crate with a treat in your hand.  
 After your dog enters the crate, praise him, give him the treat, and close the door.  
 Sit quietly near the crate for five to ten minutes, and then go into another room 

for a few minutes. Return, sit quietly again for a short time, and then let him out of the 
crate.  

 Repeat this process several times a day, gradually increasing the length of time 
you leave him in the crate and the length of time you're out of his sight.  

 Once your dog will stay quietly in the crate for about 30 minutes with you mostly 
out of sight, you can begin leaving him crated when you're gone for short time periods 
and/or letting him sleep there at night. This may take several days or several weeks. 

Step 4, Part A: Crate your dog when you leave 

After your dog can spend about 30 minutes in the crate without becoming anxious or 
afraid, you can begin leaving him crated for short periods when you leave the house. 

 Put him in the crate using your regular command and a treat. You might also 
want to leave him with a few safe toys in the crate.  

 Vary at what point in your "getting ready to leave" routine you put your dog in the 
crate. Although he shouldn't be crated for a long time before you leave, you can crate 
him anywhere from five to 20 minutes prior to leaving.  

 Don't make your departures emotional and prolonged—they should be matter-of-
fact. Praise your dog briefly, give him a treat for entering the crate, and then leave 
quietly. 



When you return home, don't reward your dog for excited behavior by responding to him 
in an excited, enthusiastic way. Keep arrivals low key to avoid increasing his anxiety 
over when you will return. Continue to crate your dog for short periods from time to time 
when you're home so he doesn't associate crating with being left alone. 

Step 4, Part B: Crate your dog at night 

Put your dog in the crate using your regular command and a treat. Initially, it may be a 
good idea to put the crate in your bedroom or nearby in a hallway, especially if you have 
a puppy. Puppies often need to go outside to eliminate during the night, and you'll want 
to be able to hear your puppy when he whines to be let outside. 

Older dogs, too, should initially be kept nearby so they don't associate the crate with 
social isolation. 

Once your dog is sleeping comfortably through the night with his crate near you, you can 
begin to gradually move it to the location you prefer, although time spent with your dog—
even sleep time—is a chance to strengthen the bond between you and your pet. 

Potential problems 

Whining. If your dog whines or cries while in the crate at night, it may be difficult to 
decide whether he's whining to be let out of the crate, or whether he needs to be let 
outside to eliminate. If you've followed the training procedures outlined above, then your 
dog hasn't been rewarded for whining in the past by being released from his crate. If that 
is the case, try to ignore the whining. If your dog is just testing you, he'll probably stop 
whining soon. Yelling at him or pounding on the crate will only make things worse. 

If the whining continues after you've ignored him for several minutes, use the phrase he 
associates with going outside to eliminate. If he responds and becomes excited, take 
him outside. This should be a trip with a purpose, not play time. If you're convinced that 
your dog doesn't need to eliminate, the best response is to ignore him until he stops 
whining. Don't give in; if you do, you'll teach your dog to whine loud and long to get what 
he wants. If you've progressed gradually through the training steps and haven't done too 
much too fast, you'll be less likely to encounter this problem. If the problem becomes 
unmanageable, you may need to start the crate training process over again. 

Separation Anxiety. Attempting to use the crate as a remedy for separation anxiety 
won't solve the problem. A crate may prevent your dog from being destructive, but he 
may injure himself in an attempt to escape from the crate. Separation anxiety problems 
can only be resolved with counter-conditioning and desensitization procedures. You may 
want to consult a professional animal-behavior specialist for help. 
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How to Use a Head Halter 

The Humane Society of the United States  

   

"Whoa, Rover, whoa!" Sound familiar? If that's what it's like when you take your dog for 
a walk, you may want to consider getting a head halter.  

  

What's a halter? 

A head halter is a special kind of collar designed for dogs who like to pull their people 
when they walk. It consists of a strap that goes around your dog's nose and another 
strap that goes around his neck, just behind his ears. The leash fastens to the halter 
under the dog's chin to a ring that's also attached to the nose strap.  

When your dog begins to pull, the design of the head halter causes the dog's nose to be 
turned down and back toward you, which makes it physically difficult for him to continue 
pulling. 

The head halter is a very humane method of restraint because it doesn't cause any pain. 
It works much better to stop a dog from pulling than a choke chain or prong collar. Some 
brand names of head halters include "Gentle Leader," "Promise Collar," and "Halti." Buy 
one at Humane Domain, our online store » 

How should it fit? 

The head halter must be fitted properly to be effective and comfortable for your dog. The 
neck strap should be as high up on your dog's neck as you can get it, just behind his 
ears. The strap should be just tight enough for you to fit one finger between it and your 
dog's neck.  

http://store.humanesociety.org/product/885/dog_walking_products
http://store.humanesociety.org/product/885/dog_walking_products


The nosepiece should be adjusted so that when your dog's mouth is closed, the 
nosepiece can slide down to where the skin begins on his nose—but not so loose that it 
can slide off the end of his nose. The nosepiece will sit naturally, just below your dog's 
eyes. Make sure that the metal ring to which the leash attaches is underneath his chin. 

The head halter is a very humane method of restraint; It works much better to stop a dog 

from pulling than a choke chain or prong collar. 

 
How will your dog react? 

Most dogs will resist a head halter at first. The amount of resistance varies for each dog. 
When you first put the head halter on, your dog may try to get it off by pawing at his nose 
or rubbing his nose on the ground, on you, or on anything he can get close to. The best 
strategy is to keep his head up and keep him moving by using positive verbal 
reinforcement and treats.  

Most dogs eventually accept head halters. When your dog associates the halter with 
going for a walk, he'll begin to react positively to it, and soon, both you and your dog will 
enjoy taking walks together! 

Things to remember 

 Make sure the head halter is fitted properly.   
 Fit the halter so that it is snug around your dog's neck and high behind his ears, 

but loose enough around his nose so that the nose strap can slide easily down to the 
fleshy part of his nose.   

 Don't confuse the head halter with a muzzle.   
 Keep in mind that a dog wearing a head halter can still eat, drink, pant, bark, and 

bite, if he chooses.   
 Never use a hard jerk with the head halter.   
 Never use the head halter with a retractable lead.   
 Be sure your dog doesn't run quickly to the end of the lead; if he does, he may 

give himself a hard jerk.   
 Outfit your dog with the head halter only during on-leash walks with you and/or 

when you're directly supervising him.   
 Don't allow your dog to wear the head halter around the house; he'll have plenty 

of time to work at getting it off, and will eventually succeed.   
 Read the information sheet that comes with your head halter. 

Adapted from material originally developed by applied animal behaviorists at the Dumb 
Friends League, Denver, Colorado. All rights reserved. 
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Chewing: The Whys and Hows of 
Stopping a Gnawing Problem 

The Humane Society of the United States  

  
Sooner or later every dog lover returns home to find some unexpected damage inflicted by his or 
her dog; or, more specifically, that dog's teeth. Although dogs make great use of their vision and 
sense of smell to explore the world, one of their favorite ways to take in new information is to put 
their mouths to work.  

Fortunately, chewing can be directed onto 
appropriate items so your dog isn't destroying 
things you value or jeopardizing his own safety. 
Until he's learned what he can and can't chew, 
however, it's your responsibility to manage the 
situation as much as possible, so he doesn't have 
the opportunity to chew on unacceptable objects.  

Why dogs chew 

Puppies, like infants and toddlers, explore their 
world by putting objects in their mouths. And, like 
babies, they teethe for about 6 months, which 
usually creates some discomfort. Chewing not 
only facilitates teething, but also makes sore 

gums feel better. 

Adult dogs may engage in destructive chewing for any number of reasons. In order to deal with 
the behavior, you must first determine why your dog is chewing—and remember, he's not doing it 
to spite you. Possible reasons for destructive chewing include: 

 As a puppy, he wasn't taught what to chew and what not to chew.  
 He's bored.  
 He suffers from separation anxiety.  
 His behavior is fear-related.  
 He wants attention. 

Important! You may need to consult a behavior professional for help with both separation anxiety 
and fear-related behaviors. 

Manage the situation 

Take responsibility for your own belongings. If you don't want it in your dog's mouth, don't 
make it available. Keep clothing, shoes, books, trash, eyeglasses, and remote control devices out 
of your dog's reach. 

http://www.humanesociety.org/animals/dogs/tips/separation_anxiety.html


Give your dog toys that are clearly distinguishable from household goods. Don't confuse 
him by offering shoes and socks as toys and then expecting him to distinguish between his shoe 
and yours. More about dog toys » 

Supervise your dog until he learns the house rules. Keep him with you on his leash in the 
house so he can't make a mistake out of your sight. Confine him when you're unable to keep an 
eye on him. Choose a "safe place" that's dog-proof, and provide fresh water and "safe" toys. If 
your dog is crate trained, you may also place him in his crate for short periods of time. 

Give your dog plenty of people-time. Your dog won't know how to behave if you don't teach 
him alternatives to inappropriate behavior, and he can't learn these when he's in the yard by 
himself. 

Give your dog plenty of physical and mental exercise. If your dog is bored, he'll find 
something to do to amuse himself and you probably won't like the choices he makes. On the 
other hand, a tired dog is a good dog, so make sure he gets lots of physical and mental activity. 
The amount of exercise should be based on his age, health, and breed characteristics. 

If you catch your dog chewing on something he shouldn't, interrupt the behavior with a loud noise. 
Offer him an acceptable chew toy instead, and praise him lavishly when he takes the toy in his 
mouth. 

Build a toy obsession in your dog. Use his toys to feed him. At mealtimes, fill a Kong-type toy 
with his kibble. 

If your puppy is teething, try freezing a wet washcloth for him to chew on. The cold cloth will 
sooth his gums. Supervise your puppy so he doesn't chew up and swallow any pieces of the 
washcloth. 

Make items unpleasant to your dog. Furniture and other items can be coated with a taste 
deterrent (such as Bitter Apple®) to make them unappealing. 

Caution! Supervise your dog when you first try one of these deterrents. Some dogs will chew an 
object even if it's coated with a taste deterrent. Also be aware that you must reapply some of 
these deterrents to maintain their effectiveness. 

Offer your dog a treat in exchange for the item in his mouth. As your dog catches on to this 
idea, you can add the command "Give" as his cue to release the object in exchange for the 
yummy treat. 

Don't chase your dog if he grabs an object and runs. If you chase him, you are only giving your 
dog what he wants. Being chased by his human is fun! Instead call him to you or offer him a treat.  

Have realistic expectations. At some point your dog will inevitably chew up something you 
value; this is often part of the transition to a new home. Your dog needs time to learn the house 
rules and you need to remember to take precautions and keep things out of his reach. 

What not to do  

Never discipline or punish your dog after the fact. If you discover a chewed item even minutes 
after he's chewed it, you're too late. 

http://www.humanesociety.org/animals/dogs/tips/dog_toys.html


Animals associate punishment with what they're doing at the time they're being corrected. Your 
dog can't reason that, "I tore up those shoes an hour ago and that's why I'm being scolded now." 
Some people believe this is what a dog is thinking because he runs and hides or because he 
"looks guilty." 

In reality, "guilty looks" are actually canine submissive postures that dogs show when they're 
threatened. When you're angry and upset, your dog feels threatened by your tone of voice, body 
postures, and/or facial expressions, so he may hide or show submissive postures. Punishment 
after the fact will not only fail to eliminate the undesirable behavior, but could provoke other 
undesirable behaviors as well. 



















 
 

Separation Anxiety 

 

The Pet Health Care Library  

The worst cases of separation anxiety present an unlivable 

disaster for the pet owner. The animal becomes destructive, soils 
the house, and vocalizes loudly and unabashedly. Since the 
behavior occurs almost exclusively when the pet is alone, there is 
nothing to stop him from creating a spectacular mess and 
annoying the neighbors every time the owner steps out. In milder 
cases the dog may show only panting, over-grooming, or pacing, 
which is not overtly destructive but clearly represents an 
unpleasant mental state for the patient. 

 Often the dog begins the anxiety display when he 

perceives cues that the owner is about to leave (i.e. the 
owner puts on cologne for work, gets the car keys, takes 
a shower, makes coffee etc.).  

 Separation anxiety problems can be precipitated by 

moving to a new home, loss of another pet in the home, 
or by prolonged separation from the owner. Prior to these 
events, the dog may have shown no separation anxiety 
whatsoever. Pets owned by single owners are 2.5 times as likely to have signs of 
separation anxiety as are pets living with more than one person. 

Separation Anxiety vs. Boredom 

 
 

 

  

It seems intuitively obvious that boredom and anxiety are opposite mental states but 

when one considers that dogs cannot talk, it becomes easier to see how one might 

misinterpret a dog's behavior. One may come home to find the front door scratched up 
beyond recognition or the sofa reduced to a pile of stuffing. Was he reacting to his fear of 
being alone? Was he bored and looking for fun? Was he frustrated because he did not 
know when to expect his owner to be home? 

Separation anxiety is about two things: Separation and anxiety (or fear). Here are some 
clues that the problem is separation anxiety and not something else: 

 
 

 

  



 The behavior occurs only when the pet is left alone or 

anticipates being left alone. (The dog who is 
destructive for fun may well be destructive when he 
is not left alone.)  

 The pet is hyperattached to the owner. The 

hyperattached pet follows the owner from room to 
room and/or constantly wants to be held. Many 
people enjoy being loved by a dog to this extent but 
it is important to realize when some independence 
must be learned.  

 Destruction is oriented against barriers such as doors 

(especially the door where the owner was last seen 
by the pet).  

 Vocalization during the episode tends to be high 

pitched and in repeated yips. (This is a regression to 
a young puppy's distress call in the time of separation from its mother.)  

 The episode begins in the first 30 minutes from the time the owner leaves.  

Not every one of these signs must be fulfilled for the diagnosis of separation anxiety to 
be made but the point is that an effort should be made to determine if the dog is actually 
showing separation anxiety or if there is some other motivation at work. 

Treatment 

Living with a destructive animal is an on-going nightmare. One never knows what 
disaster will be waiting on the other side of the front door and the simple luxury of 
finding one's things where one left them becomes an impossible dream. It would be 

wonderful if one could simply give the dog a pill and solve the problem; unfortunately, 
training is the primary focus of solving separation anxiety and medication is an adjunct. 
Often the owner needs as much training as the dog. 

Step One: Discourage Hyperattachment 

Dogs will often solicit attention from their owners. Resist the temptation of petting the 
dog with separation anxiety when approached for play or contact. Be aloof when greeted 
upon arriving home. Instead the human should be the initiator of contact with the dog. 

Do not allow the dog to settle down in close proximity (within one yard) of where the 
owner is settling down. Arrange objects on the bed or sofa or on the floor so that the dog 
must settle at a greater distance. If possible, verbally reward the dog for settling at a 
distance (though take care as continued attention may be seen by the dog as an 
invitation to approach which is not what we want.) If the dog normally sleeps on the 
owner's bed, provide the dog with his own bed. One may need to start with the dog bed 

at the foot of the human bed before ultimately the dog bed is moved to the floor or even 
outside the room. 

If there are other people in the home besides the primary dog caretaker, try to divide the 

care giving among the different people so that the dog is not as dependent on one 
person. 

Encourage independent play by using interactive toys that do not require human 
participation (like a Kong toy containing a food reward). 

Step Two: Relaxation During Separation 

 
 

 

  



It is also important to create a positive environment in the owner's absence. There are 
several ways this might be achieved. 

Provide a special treat (food, toy or both) only available when the pet is left alone. Do not 
forget to remove the item when you return home. 

The D.A.P. (dog appeasement pheromone) diffuser is a plug-in scent-releasing device. 
The material released is a genetically engineered pheromone normally secreted by 
mother dogs to their puppies as a message telling them to relax and that everything is all 
right. The pheromone is odorless to humans. A pump spray is also available but the 

diffuser continuously releases its message to hopefully keep the anxious dog calm. More 
recently, a D.A.P. pheromone collar has become available so that the dog simply carries 

the biochemical message around with 
him. 

Leave the TV or radio on. The dog will not 

be fooled into thinking that someone is 
home; the point is to recreate a sense of 
cozy relaxation. Most people at home 
relax while listening to the radio or 

watching TV and the dog often sits in the 
room relaxed, too. The sound of the 
broadcast becomes a classically 
conditioned cue to the dog and may be 
helpful in creating a sense of comfort. 

Step Three: Desensitization to Separation 

Dogs readily learn the cues that indicate that the owner will be leaving the house soon. It 
is helpful to uncouple these cues from the actual leaving. At random times, the owner 
can go through some of the rituals of leaving: put on cologne, shower, wear work 

clothes, taking the car keys, even going outside and locking the door - but then coming 
in again. This helps the dog to remain relaxed when he hears or sees these cues at the 

times when the owner is actually leaving. It is important to repeat these cues so many 
times daily that they become meaningless to the dog. 

Do not punish the dog for behavior demonstrated in fear. 

This usually only leads to more fear or more anxiety. Second, unless 

the animal is actually in the process of performing the behavior one 
wishes to discourage, the dog will not understand what behavior is 
being punished. 

Drugs 

Currently clomipramine and fluoxetine are the only FDA-approved 

drugs for the treatment of separation anxiety in the dog; however, 
other human anti-anxiety medications have a long history of use for 
this purpose.  

Clomipramine, a tricyclic anti-anxiety drug so named because of its chemical structure, 
works by increasing levels of serotonin in the brain. Serotonin is a neurotransmitter 
associated with pleasant, relaxed sensations. When serotonin levels are high, we fall 
happily and cozily asleep. Serotonin is also involved with the pleasant sensations 
associated with eating chocolate, sun-bathing, and falling in love. Problems with reduced 
serotonin function can lead to anxiety, obsession, and mood disorders. 
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Clomipramine may be used once or twice a day. Often a lower dose is started, gradually 

working up to a higher dose. Some owners report good effect right away but it more 
commonly takes several weeks (4-6 weeks) for a steady blood level to be achieved. 

This drug or any other used is meant as a supplement to training and cannot be expected 
to work without proper behavior management. 

For more details on this medication, see manufacturer Novartis Animal Health's 
information. 

Fluoxetine, more commonly known by its brand name Prozac, more recently entered the 
veterinary market for canine separation anxiety. It also acts by increasing serotonin 
levels in the brain. It is usually given once or twice daily in combination with behavior 

management as described above. Elanco, the company that manufactures veterinary 
fluoxetine under the brand name Reconcile, has trademarked a training program they call 
B.O.N.D. As with clomipramine, it takes several weeks to expect to see a meaningful 
change, although some dogs respond more quickly. 

Learn more details on Reconcile. 

If actual panic is occurring and simply must be stopped, the benzodiazepine class of 
tranquilizers is appropriate. Sometimes these medications are initially combined with one 
of the above anti-anxiety medications to help control the situation in the short term. 
Diazepam, more commonly known as Valium, might be useful in such a situation but the 
problem is that it will not last long enough to cover several hours of owner-pet 
separation. Alprazolam (Xanax, a similar drug that lasts longer, may be more appropriate 

in this situation. Both these drugs are controlled, meaning certain paper work must be 
filed with the government in order to prescribe them. There may be a limit on the 
number of tablets that can be obtained depending on local laws. 

Behavior is an area that not all veterinarians are comfortable treating. Discuss with your 

veterinarian whether referral to a behavior specialist would be best for you and your pet.  
Find a veterinary behavior specialist in your area. 
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Separation Anxiety 

The Humane Society of the United States  

  

Dogs with separation anxiety exhibit distress and behavior problems when they're left alone. The 
most common behaviors include:  

  

 Digging and scratching at doors or 
windows in an attempt to reunite with their 
owners  

 Destructive chewing  
 Howling, barking, and whining  
 Urination and defecation (even with 

otherwise housetrained dogs) 

Is it separation anxiety? 

If most, or all, of the following statements are true 
about your dog, he may have a separation 
anxiety problem: 

 The behavior occurs primarily when he's left alone and typically begins soon after you 
leave.  

 He follows you from room to room whenever you're home.  
 He displays effusive, frantic greeting behaviors.  
 The behavior occurs whether he's left alone for short or long periods.  
 He reacts with excitement, depression, or anxiety to your preparations to leave the 

house. 

Help save a life: Pledge to adopt your next pet  
 

What causes separation anxiety 

It's not fully understood why some dogs suffer from separation anxiety and others don't. But it's 
important to realize that the destruction and house soiling that often occur with separation anxiety 
are part of a panic response. Your dog isn't trying to punish you for leaving him alone. 

Following are some common scenarios that can trigger separation anxiety: 

 A dog accustomed to constant human companionship is left alone for the first time.  
 A dog suffers a traumatic event (from his viewpoint), such as time at a shelter or boarding 

kennel.  

https://secure.humanesociety.org/site/Advocacy?cmd=display&page=UserAction&id=2823


 There's a change in the family's routine or structure or the loss of a family member or 
other pet. 

How to treat minor separation anxiety 

 Don't make a big deal out of arrivals and departures. For example, when you arrive 
home, ignore your dog for the first few minutes then calmly pet him. 
Leave your dog with an article of clothing that smells like you, such as an old T-shirt that you've 
slept in recently.  

 Establish a safety cue—a word or action that you use every time you leave that tells your 
dog you'll be back.  

 Consider using an over-the-counter calming product that may reduce fearfulness in dogs. 

How to handle a more severe problem 

Use the techniques outlined above along with desensitization training. Teach your dog the sit-stay 
and down-stay commands using positive reinforcement. This training will help him learn that he 
can remain calmly and happily in one place while you go to another room. 

Create a "safe place" to limit your dog's ability to be destructive. A safe place should: 

 Confine loosely rather than strictly (a room with a window and distractions rather than 
total isolation)  

 Contain busy toys for distraction  
 Have dirty laundry to lend a calming olfactory cue or other safety cues. 

What to do in the meantime 

It can take time for your dog to unlearn his panic response to your departures. To help you and 
your dog cope in the short term, consider the following interim solutions: 

 Ask your veterinarian about drug therapy. A good anti-anxiety drug shouldn't sedate your 
dog but simply reduce his overall anxiety.  

 Take your dog to a doggie day care facility or kennel when you have to be away.  
 Leave your dog with a friend, family member, or neighbor when you're away.  
 Take your dog to work with you, if possible. 

What won't help 

 Punishment. Punishment isn't effective for treating separation anxiety and can make the 
situation worse. The destruction and house soiling that often occur with separation anxiety aren't 
your dog's revenge for being left alone: they're part of a panic response.  

 Another dog. Getting your dog a companion usually doesn't help an anxious dog 
because his anxiety is the result of his separation from you, not just the result of being alone.  

 Crating. Your dog will still engage in anxiety responses inside a crate, and he may 
urinate, defecate, howl, or even injure himself in an attempt to escape. Instead, create other kinds 
of "safe places" as described above.  

 Radio/TV noise. Leaving the radio or television on won't help (unless the radio or TV is 
used as a safety cue).  

 Obedience training. While formal training is always a good idea, separation anxiety isn't 
the result of disobedience or lack of training; therefore, it won't help this particular issue. 

Consult a professional animal behavior specialist for assistance in resolving your dog's issues. 
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