
Identifying Separation Anxiety
Separation anxiety is a panic response, not a dog's way of acting out spite or anger. Dogs who have previously
rarely been left alone, whose household or routine is suddenly changed, or who go from spending a lot of time with
their owner to much less may develop separation anxiety. We don't know why some dogs are prone to it and others
in the same situation aren't.

Separation anxiety is a difficult problem to treat, requiring time and patience. It's important to understand that your
dog is not motivated by anger, revenge, or spite. Punishing your dog for these behaviors won't help reduce them,
and is likely to make them worse.

For more pet care tips, visit spca.org/pettips

Does Your Dog Have Separation Anxiety?

Excessive vocalization (barking, howling, crying).
Inappropriate urination and/or defecation, usually in several areas of the house.
Destructive behavior (chewing, scratching, digging--often at doors, windows, or barriers in an attempt to escape).
Lack of appetite – the dog won't eat when you're not there.
The behaviors occur when your dog is left alone. They may happen within a short time of your departure.
The behaviors happen every time your dog is left alone, whether for short or long periods.
Your dog follows you when you're at home and prefers to keep you in sight.
Your dog gets very excited or even frantic when greeting you.
Your dog seems to get anxious, excited, or depressed when you prepare to leave.
Destructive only when you are not at home.

For some dogs, the absence of their owner causes acute distress. Because these behaviors can stem from many different causes (boredom, lack of
exercise, physical ailments, environmental triggers, incomplete housetraining, and so on), you'll need to determine if your dog truly has separation
anxiety. 

Some of the behaviors these dogs might exhibit when you're away include:

General Tips
Make all of your departures and homecomings calm and quiet. Ignore your dog for a period of time before you leave and after you arrive home.
If your dog demands your attention when you're at home, ignore them. Give your dog attention when they're calm and not demanding.
Make sure your dog gets plenty of exercise before you leave, and give them something to keep them occupied while you're gone, such as a
food-filled chew toy like a Kong or something safe to chew.
Teach your dog a safety cue, a signal to your dog that you will return: the safety cue could be turning on the radio or the television or presenting
your dog with a safe toy or chew. You'll use your safety cue only when your absence will be short enough that your dog won't be upset--even if
at first that's just the length of time it takes you to step out the door, count to five, and return.
Remember to keep leaving and returning low-key.

Managing Separation Anxiety
Desensitize your dog to the cues that let them know you're leaving: follow your normal routine for departures--get your bag and keys,
for example, and put on your coat--then don't leave; just sit back down. Do this repeatedly, until your dog shows no anxiety when you
do these things.
Gradually add small steps: Prepare to leave, open the door, then close it and sit back down. Do this until your dog remains calm the
whole time.
The next step is to follow your routine, step out the door, then return and sit back down. Once again, repeat until your dog can stay
calm.
Add another step: prepare to leave, walk out the door and close it behind you, immediately return.
Continue to build up the length of your absences very gradually, at first adding a few seconds, then a minute or two, making sure you
don't progress until your dog isn't showing any anxiety at each level. Use your safety cue for these short, planned absences, but not for
longer ones.
As you work, make sure to remain calm as you depart and return. If your dog shows anxiety, allow them to relax, then back up a step
and practice until they're successful before you move forward again.
Once your dog is able to handle your absence for a few minutes, you can add time in minutes rather than seconds. As your dog is able
to tolerate your being gone for short periods of a half hour or more, you can probably progress even more quickly.


