
Reframing Anxiety in Family Dogs: An Interdisciplinary 
Exploration 
Introduction: Beyond a “Behavior Problem” 

Anxiety in family dogs has become widely recognized as a significant welfare and 
training concern. Instead of viewing canine anxiety as a narrow “behavior problem” to 
be fixed in isolation, it may be more insightful to understand it as the outcome of 
interrelated emotional, environmental, and relational factors. The Just Behaving 
philosophy – a mentorship-based, relationship-centered approach to canine 
companionship – provides a valuable lens for this reframing. Grounded in both scientific 
evidence and practical wisdom, Just Behaving emphasizes calm leadership, intrinsic 
emotional stability, and prevention-first strategies. In this paper, we integrate academic 
research, real-world considerations, and philosophical insights to examine why so many 
pet dogs experience anxiety, how common training approaches influence this issue, and 
how a relationship-based paradigm can offer more lasting solutions. The goal is a 
comprehensive understanding that aligns with the voice and values of Just Behaving: 
seeing the dog as a partner to guide and support, rather than a subject to control. 

Prevalence of Anxiety in Family Dogs 

Surveys in multiple countries suggest that a majority of pet dogs display at least some 
signs of anxiety-related behaviors michiganhumane.org medicalnewstoday.com. 
Anxiety in pet dogs is extremely common. Large-scale surveys have found that many 
family dogs exhibit at least one anxiety-related behavior. For example, a Finnish study 
of over 13,700 pet dogs (covering 264 breeds) reported that 72.5% of dogs showed 
anxiety-like behaviors according to their owners medicalnewstoday.com. The most 
prevalent issues were noise sensitivities (32% of dogs, with 26% specifically fearful of 
fireworks) and general fearfulness (29% of dogs, including fears of other dogs, 
strangers, or novel situations) medicalnewstoday.com. Separation-related distress was 
reported in about 5% of dogs and aggression in 14%, making those less common but 
still notable anxiety-associated behaviors medicalnewstoday.com 
medicalnewstoday.com. 

These trends are not limited to one region. In the United Kingdom, a 2022 study by 
Guide Dogs UK found that nearly 74% of pet dogs showed signs of anxiety or 
depression, amounting to roughly 8.8 million dogs nationwide michiganhumane.org. 
Common symptoms noted in that survey included loss of appetite, destructive behavior, 
and low activity levels, which owners often failed to recognize as potential indicators of 
poor mental well-being michiganhumane.org. Likewise in the United States, high 
proportions of owners report anxiety-related issues in their dogs. For instance, a recent 
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pet owner poll found over half of respondents believed their dog had separation anxiety 
when left alone dvm360.com dvm360.com. 

Different demographics or regions may emphasize certain problems (e.g. noise phobias 
might be especially common in areas with frequent thunderstorms or fireworks, while 
separation anxiety reports spiked as owners returned to work post-pandemic). Overall, 
however, the evidence suggests canine anxiety is widespread across breeds and 
locales, affecting a large percentage of family dogs to varying degrees. One scientific 
review bluntly noted that behavior problems (many rooted in anxiety or fear) are so 
prevalent that over 90% of dogs may experience moderate to severe behavioral issues 
in their lifetime pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Such numbers underscore 
that anxiety is not a rare aberration, but rather a core challenge in modern pet dog 
management. This prevalence also hints that aspects of typical domestic dog life may 
be inadvertently contributing to stress. To address the problem, we must ask: what are 
the underlying causes fueling this canine anxiety epidemic? 

Underlying Causes of Anxiety in Dogs 

Anxiety in dogs does not arise from a vacuum. It is usually the product of multiple 
interacting factors in a dog’s genetics, early development, environment, and daily 
interactions. Rather than a singular cause, researchers and experienced trainers point 
to a web of influences that can predispose a family dog to chronic stress or anxiety. 
Here we explore several key factors – from puppyhood experiences to human 
caretaking styles – that have been implicated in canine anxiety. Understanding these 
root causes is essential to formulating effective prevention and treatment strategies. 

Early Life Experiences and Puppy Rearing Practices 

The foundation for a dog’s emotional stability is often laid in puppyhood. Early life 
experiences – both positive and negative – can have outsized impacts on a dog’s 
propensity for anxiety later on. Scientific studies have drawn parallels between adverse 
early experiences and lasting behavior changes. Dogs that endure harsh or deprived 
early environments frequently remain more fearful and anxious throughout life 
psychologytoday.com. For instance, psychologist Stanley Coren summarizes research 
showing that “dogs who had a harsh early life are more fearful of strangers and of loud 
noises”, and they tend to grow up more clingy and dependent on their owners for 
security psychologytoday.com. This echoes a general principle of developmental 
psychology: just as childhood trauma can shape an adult human’s anxiety, a puppy’s 
difficult start can predispose it to heightened anxiety as an adult dog. Common sources 
of early adversity include being born in a high-stress environment (e.g. a puppy mill or 
crowded shelter), inadequate maternal care, early weaning, or frequent changes of 
caretakers at a young age. Such puppies may miss out on the consistent, positive 
exposure and comfort needed to develop resilience. 
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Even in more benign settings, insufficient socialization and habituation during the critical 
early weeks (roughly 3–16 weeks of age) can lead to fearfulness. Puppies have a 
developmental “socialization window” when they are especially receptive to learning 
about the world. If they are kept too isolated or are not gently introduced to a variety of 
people, other animals, noises, surfaces, and environments during this period, they may 
later view any unfamiliar stimulus with trepidation. A longitudinal study of “pandemic 
puppies” in the UK (born in 2020 when socialization opportunities were limited) found 
that poor early socialization experiences were strongly associated with later anxiety-
based behaviors pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Inadequate early 
exposure, a lack of positive interactions, and even a boring, understimulating early 
environment can leave a dog ill-equipped to cope with novelty. One scientific report 
found that “inadequate socialisation, inactivity, and urban living environment are 
associated with social fearfulness in pet dogs” pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov – indicating that a 
puppy raised without enough opportunities to explore and exercise may become a more 
fearful adult. 

Conversely, thoughtful early socialization and stable nurturing can be protective. 
Puppies that learn confidence in the first months – through safe encounters with the 
wider world and consistent comfort from a caregiver – tend to handle stress better later 
on. The Just Behaving philosophy stresses preventive shaping from day one: ensuring 
a puppy’s first experiences are calm, safe, and appropriately structured, so that 
undesirable fear-based behaviors never get a foothold. Rather than letting a young dog 
“learn wrong” and then trying to fix issues after they arise, this approach seeks to 
proactively teach emotional regulation early. For example, a Just Behaving puppy is not 
coddled one day and scolded the next; it is gently guided from the start, so it never 
learns that panicking or acting out is necessary. As a result, such a dog grows up 
without certain anxieties that commonly plague dogs who had a more erratic upbringing. 
This prevention-focused rearing will be discussed more later, but it’s clear that early life 
factors – socialization, consistency, and the avoidance of trauma – play a pivotal role in 
determining whether a dog develops a resilient or anxious temperament. 

Human Emotions and the “Anxiety Feedback Loop” 

Dogs are deeply attuned to human emotions. The bond between a pet dog and its 
owner means that a handler’s moods and behaviors can significantly influence the dog’s 
emotional state. A growing body of research on human–canine dyads reveals what 
many dog owners sense anecdotally: dogs often mirror the stress of their owners. In 
one noteworthy study, scientists measured long-term cortisol levels (a hormone 
associated with stress) in dogs and their humans and found a remarkable 
synchronization – when owners had chronically high stress, so did their dogs 
healthline.com healthline.com. This interspecies emotional contagion suggests that an 
anxious household can “rub off” on the family dog. If an owner is frequently nervous, 
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tense, or unpredictable, the dog may internalize those feelings, living in a similar state of 
vigilance. 

Practically speaking, dogs take cues from how their humans react to situations. If an 
owner becomes visibly upset or panics (for example, during a vet visit or when the dog 
encounters something new), the dog learns that the situation must indeed be dangerous 
or scary. Veterinary professionals often observe this dynamic: “Carefree clients have 
dogs that readily jump on the exam table… Clients that have clear anxiety and panic 
have pets that run or hide”, notes one veterinarian healthline.com. The dog looks to the 
owner’s behavior as a barometer of threat level. A calm, confident handler can impart a 
sense of safety, whereas a fearful or inconsistent handler may inadvertently validate the 
dog’s worst fears. 

In some cases, well-meaning owners may also reinforce anxious behavior in their dogs 
without realizing it. For instance, a dog whines or trembles during a thunderstorm; the 
owner, feeling sympathetic, excessively pets and coddles the dog in that moment. The 
intention is to soothe, but if done frantically or repeatedly, the dog might interpret it as 
praise or confirmation that something is truly wrong, potentially feeding more whining in 
future storms. Modern trainers caution that comforting a fearful dog is not inherently bad 
– you cannot “reward” the emotion of fear itself – yet the manner of owner response 
matters. Confident, matter-of-fact reassurance helps more than panicked fussing. The 
Just Behaving philosophy encourages owners to model the calm they want to see in 
their dog. By regulating their own emotions and projecting a steady demeanor, owners 
can break the anxiety feedback loop. In essence, a stable mentor figure (versus an 
anxious or erratic one) sets the tone for the dog’s emotional responses. Over time, dogs 
with calm, self-assured human leaders are likely to feel less need to be on edge 
themselves. 

Over-Stimulation and Excitability in Daily Life 

Not all anxiety stems from fear or trauma; some arises from chronic overstimulation and 
arousal. In many families, especially with young dogs, there is an assumption that a 
“happy dog” is one that is constantly active, playful, and excited. Owners may engage in 
frequent high-energy play sessions, ramp the dog up with toys and roughhousing, and 
allow near-constant excitement. While play and exercise are certainly important, 
constant arousal is not a healthy default state for a dog. A dog that never learns to relax 
is essentially living on adrenaline. This can tip from simple excitability into anxiety or an 
inability to cope with calm moments. 

Just Behaving trainers note that high arousal often tips into stress or loss of behavioral 
control. For example, a puppy that is encouraged to be wild and rowdy all day may grow 
into an adolescent who literally cannot settle – pacing, panting, and looking for 
something to do at all times. This state of frenetic energy can resemble anxiety, and in 
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fact the line between excitement and nervous stress is thin. Physiologically, both are 
states of elevated arousal; a dog zooming around with pupils dilated and heart pounding 
may be close to a dog panicking, the difference being the trigger. Over time, a 
constantly hyped-up dog might develop reactive behaviors: jumping and barking at 
every stimulus, struggling to self-soothe, and even experiencing stress-related 
symptoms (like gastrointestinal upset or difficulty focusing). 

Certain common practices can inadvertently over-stimulate dogs. Endless games of 
fetch or tug without enforced breaks, intense dog park play with no “chill” time, or using 
excitement (e.g. squeaky toys, animated praise) as the primary training motivator can all 
leave a dog in a perpetually keyed-up frame of mind. When such a dog encounters a 
stressor, it may escalate into anxiety or reactivity more quickly than a dog practiced in 
calmness. In contrast, dogs that are taught an “off switch” – the ability to disengage and 
relax after activity – have a crucial skill for stress resilience. They know how to down-
regulate their own arousal. 

For this reason, calmness as the default is a core tenet of the Just Behaving approach. 
A dog is encouraged to enjoy play and natural canine fun, but always within a context 
that supports emotional stability. Play sessions are deliberately paused before the dog 
becomes frantic; exciting activities are followed by a gentle return to quiet behavior. By 
doing so, the dog learns that excitement is an occasional state – not its permanent 
mode of being. “A calm dog still plays, runs, and has fun – but it has an ‘off switch’ and 
can relax, which is crucial for life in a human household,” as one Just Behaving text 
explains. This structured approach to play prevents overshooting into chronic stress. 
Many anxiety issues in young dogs (such as incessant barking, restless pacing, or 
inability to settle when guests arrive) can be mitigated by reducing over-stimulation and 
treating calmness as a habit to reward. Essentially, a dog that knows how to be 
contently idle is far less likely to develop generalized anxiety than one conditioned to 
expect nonstop stimulation. 

Shelter, Rescue, and Rehoming Factors 

Dogs who come from shelters or rescue situations often carry emotional baggage that 
can manifest as anxiety in their new homes. Being relinquished by a previous owner or 
simply experiencing the shelter environment is inherently stressful for dogs. Upon intake 
to a shelter, many dogs show acute signs of fear and anxiety – tucked tails, cowering, 
barking, self-soothing behaviors – which may persist for weeks pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. 
Studies confirm that dogs experience a spike in stress-related behaviors when entering 
shelters, and while some acclimate over time, others remain anxious until they find 
stability in a home pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Unfortunately, the longer a dog resides in a 
shelter, the more these detrimental effects can compound pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. 
Prolonged shelter stays (with high noise levels, kennel confinement, and limited human 
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interaction) are associated with worsening of the dog’s emotional state, sometimes 
leading to learned helplessness or extreme fearfulness. 

When such a dog is adopted into a family, the after-effects of its past can resurface as 
various anxieties. Commonly reported issues in rescue dogs include separation anxiety 
(fear of being left, perhaps linked to abandonment memories), generalized fear of new 
people or environments, and anxiety around certain triggers that might relate to past 
trauma (e.g. a dog previously mistreated by a man may shake or growl when 
approached by male strangers). In fact, simply the transition of changing owners and 
homes can trigger separation-related anxiety – it’s noted that “any time a dog changes 
owners, the risk of developing separation anxiety goes up” maddiesfund.org. The dog 
has lost one attachment figure and is insecure about whether the new one will also 
disappear. Thus, rescue dogs may shadow their adopters everywhere, become 
distressed when left alone even briefly, or have trouble sleeping calmly – all signs of 
insecurity and anxiety about their new situation. 

Additionally, some rescue dogs have unknown histories, which means hidden triggers. A 
family might discover their newly adopted dog has panic attacks during thunderstorms 
or exhibits compulsive behaviors, not because of anything the current owners did but 
due to previous life experiences. Patience and sensitive conditioning are required to 
help these dogs overcome their past. Rehabilitation programs for fearful rescue dogs 
emphasize consistency, gentle exposure, and building trust through predictability. Over 
months, many of these dogs improve, but it’s clear that their anxiety was rooted in their 
prior circumstances. It is a reminder that every dog’s behavior is shaped by its life story. 

On the other hand, not all rescue dogs are anxious – some thrive once in a loving 
home. The difference often comes down to how much emotional recovery and retraining 
is provided by the new owners. A mentorship-style approach can be particularly 
beneficial here: by treating the rescue dog as a student who needs to learn that the 
world can be safe again, providing stable routines and calm guidance, adopters can 
gradually alleviate the dog’s anxiety. Still, one must acknowledge that dogs with shelter 
backgrounds are over-represented in anxiety statistics. In surveys, adopted dogs and 
those of mixed breed (many from rescues) tend to show higher prevalence of noise 
phobias and fearfulness medicalnewstoday.com medicalnewstoday.com. Early-life 
disruptions and possible genetic uncertainty likely contribute. It underscores that a dog’s 
origin – whether a carefully bred puppy raised in a home, or a stray who only later knew 
comfort – can influence how prone it is to anxiety disorders. Humane societies and 
trainers alike stress the importance of extra support for these dogs to help them gain 
confidence and adjust to family life. 

Inconsistent Household Structure and Routine 
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Dogs thrive on predictability. A stable daily routine and consistent expectations provide a 
dog with a sense of security – they know what comes next and what their “job” is. By 
contrast, inconsistency in a dog’s environment or rules can generate anxiety. If a dog’s 
life is unpredictable (feeding times vary wildly, sometimes he’s allowed on the couch 
and other times punished for it, one day the family is calm and the next day chaotic), the 
dog may exist in a constant state of uncertainty. Veterinarian Dr. Jennifer Coates notes 
that “inconsistent daily schedules can contribute to anxiety in some pets”, as dogs tend 
to appreciate a steady routine for their basic needs hotdogonaleash.com. 
Unpredictability keeps them on edge, never sure what to expect or how to behave to get 
positive outcomes. 

Consider a common scenario: as a puppy, a dog gets away with all sorts of behaviors 
(jumping up, nipping, sleeping on the bed) because the family finds it cute or does not 
set boundaries. Suddenly as the dog grows larger, those behaviors are no longer 
tolerated and the owners react with scolding or strict corrections, seemingly out of 
nowhere from the dog’s perspective. This inconsistent feedback creates confusion and 
stress. The dog does not understand why something that was permissible or even 
encouraged yesterday is forbidden today. Such inconsistency can erode the dog’s trust 
and confidence. The dog might become anxious trying to anticipate when the next 
“random” punishment or change in rules will come. Indeed, one trainer quips that many 
families allow a puppy “unfettered freedom” early on only to clamp down later, “creating 
confusion and conflict for the dog”. The better approach is to provide guidance and 
structure from the beginning so the dog’s understanding is never upended. 

Similarly, an erratic daily schedule can stress a dog. For instance, if some days the dog 
is walked and fed at 7 AM and other days not until noon, or if the household alternates 
between loud parties and total solitude, the dog may struggle to find a rhythm. Dogs 
cannot check a calendar or understand why their dinner is late – they only sense that 
their needs are unpredictably met. Over time, this may manifest as anxious behaviors: 
pacing, whining, hypervigilance around the normal feeding or outing times, or difficulty 
relaxing even in down times. In contrast, a regular routine (meals, walks, play, and rest 
at fairly consistent times) can have a calming effect, as the dog learns to anticipate and 
trust in its schedule. 

Another aspect of household structure is consistency among family members in 
handling the dog. If one family member enforces rules strictly and another indulges the 
dog’s every whim, the mixed signals can be distressing for the dog. The dog effectively 
has to navigate two different “cultures” in the same home, which can make it anxious or 
lead to problem behaviors because it doesn’t know which rules apply when. A classic 
example is one person encouraging the dog to jump up to hug them, while someone 
else yells at the dog for jumping on others – the dog is left in a no-win situation. The 

https://hotdogonaleash.com/reasons-why-your-dog-needs-a-routine/#:%7E:text=Reasons%20Why%20Your%20Dog%20Needs,to%20their%20basic%20needs


resulting anxiety can appear as appeasement behaviors (the dog constantly licking or 
cowering, trying to figure out what people want) or as generalized stress. 

The remedy is straightforward: clear, consistent communication and structure across the 
board. All household members should ideally agree on basic rules and routines for the 
dog. From the Just Behaving perspective, this structured companionship doesn’t mean 
a rigid or joyless life, but rather a reliable framework in which the dog can relax. When 
boundaries are consistent and kindly enforced, the dog actually gains more freedom in 
the long run. It knows how to behave to keep things harmonious, which reduces the 
dog’s anxiety and the humans’ frustration. In summary, a well-ordered household with 
predictable routines and unified expectations provides the secure backdrop against 
which a dog’s temperament can flourish. Without that, the dog may live in a state of mild 
(or not so mild) anxiety, always unsure of what surprise might come next. 

Anthropomorphism and Miscommunication 

Modern pet dogs are often treated as surrogate children or little humans by their 
owners. While affection and integration of dogs into the family are wonderful, excessive 
anthropomorphism – projecting human needs and thinking onto dogs – can 
inadvertently contribute to canine anxiety. Dogs have their own species-specific ways of 
communicating and coping. When humans ignore those and instead assume the dog’s 
perspective is just like a person’s, it can lead to serious misunderstandings and stress 
for the dog. For example, a well-intentioned owner might constantly pick up a small dog, 
carry it everywhere, and even confine it to a stroller or purse for “safety” or convenience. 
From the dog’s point of view, they are being prevented from moving naturally and from 
exercising any control over their environment. Research on pet anthropomorphism 
notes that treating a dog like a baby – such as impeding its movement or keeping it in 
one’s lap for long periods – can increase the dog’s anxiety and phobic behaviors 
encyclopedia.pub encyclopedia.pub. The dog, unable to explore or escape when 
uncomfortable, may become fearful and overly dependent, since it never gets to 
confidently navigate the world on its own four feet. 

Another example is misreading dog body language through a human lens. An owner 
might think “he looks guilty” when a dog cowers (when in reality the dog is fearful of 
punishment and has no concept of “guilt” as a human does). The owner’s 
misunderstanding could lead them to respond inappropriately, perhaps scolding the dog 
for looking “guilty,” which only makes the dog more anxious. Anthropomorphic 
interpretations – like assuming a dog that’s hiding “knows it did wrong” – often miss the 
true message the dog is sending (which is likely “I’m scared”). This disconnect can 
prolong a dog’s distress. The UK Kennel Club recently highlighted that many owners fail 
to recognize key signs of stress in dogs – yawning, lip-licking, “whale eye” (showing the 
whites of eyes) – and thus may not intervene or adjust their behavior when their dog is 
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anxious thekennelclub.org.uk thekennelclub.org.uk. In some cases, owners even laugh 
or take videos of a “guilty-looking” dog or a dog startled by something, treating it as 
entertainment rather than addressing the dog’s discomfort. Such responses, born of 
seeing the dog as a small human with funny emotions, can worsen the dog’s anxiety by 
failing to comfort or protect it when needed. 

Excessive anthropomorphism can also lead owners to neglect a dog’s actual needs. For 
instance, an owner might assume their dog is like a furry child who loves constant treats 
and sofa cuddles, when in fact the dog’s nervous energy might stem from lack of 
exercise or clear guidance. Dogs are still animals with pack-oriented minds; they 
generally do not seek to be the “baby” of the household 24/7. They need leadership (in 
the sense of someone setting boundaries and making decisions) to feel secure. If an 
owner relinquishes all leadership because they see the dog as an equal or fragile baby, 
the dog may actually become more anxious. In the absence of a clear structure, the dog 
might feel it has to assume the role of decision-maker or protector, which can be very 
stressful. Some behaviorists argue that a number of small dogs develop “small dog 
syndrome” (constant anxiety and reactivity) precisely because they are overly babied 
and not treated like dogs – they are not socialized properly, are carried away from 
anything scary, and never learn coping skills. 

It’s important to strike a balance: we can love our dogs as family, but also respect that 
they are dogs with different social cues and instincts. As the MDPI Encyclopedia on dog 
anthropomorphism notes, projecting human attributes on pets can “lead to 
misinterpretation of the actual intentions, motivations, and emotions behind an animal’s 
behavior”, and thus inappropriate human responses encyclopedia.pub 
encyclopedia.pub. In extreme cases, this results in intense human-animal conflict – for 
example, a child might hug a dog thinking it comforting (a human gesture), but the dog 
finds it threatening and bites out of fear. The misunderstanding is tragic for all involved. 
In terms of anxiety, anthropomorphic treatment often means the dog’s subtle signals of 
stress are missed until they escalate into more severe behavior. The Just Behaving 
philosophy encourages empathy with the dog’s perspective, but not by humanizing the 
dog – rather by learning canine communication and fulfilling the dog’s needs for 
exercise, mental stimulation, and structure in species-appropriate ways. It’s about being 
an attentive mentor who acknowledges the dog’s emotions and motivations for what 
they truly are encyclopedia.pub encyclopedia.pub. Dogs feel emotions, but not always 
in the same way or for the same reasons humans do. When we appreciate that 
difference, we can respond to an anxious dog in the way the dog finds helpful (perhaps 
giving it space, a quiet safe zone, or calm reassurance) instead of what a human might 
desire (like a tight hug or talking it out). In summary, treating a dog as a dog – with 
compassion and understanding of its nature – is usually far kinder than treating it as a 
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little human. Excessive anthropomorphism, though often born from love, can 
unintentionally create anxious, confused dogs. 

Breed and Genetic Predispositions 

While environment and upbringing are crucial, genetics also play a role in canine 
anxiety. Certain breeds have tendencies toward specific anxiety-related behaviors, 
indicating a hereditary component. For example, herding breeds and working dogs bred 
for vigilance may be more prone to noise sensitivities or nervous energy, whereas some 
companion breeds might have a genetic predisposition to separation anxiety. The large 
Finnish survey mentioned earlier found clear breed differences in anxiety traits: breeds 
like the Lagotto Romagnolo and Wheaten Terrier had very high rates of noise phobia, 
while others like the Staffordshire Bull Terrier showed relatively low noise sensitivity 
medicalnewstoday.com. Shetland Sheepdogs and Spanish Water Dogs ranked among 
those most commonly reported as generally fearful medicalnewstoday.com. Even within 
a broad category, size and breed made a difference – for instance, Miniature 
Schnauzers were about 25 times more likely to show stranger-directed aggression than 
Labrador Retrievers (10.6% vs 0.4% in the sample) medicalnewstoday.com. Such 
statistics underscore that a dog’s genetic lineage can influence the baseline probability 
of certain anxieties. 

However, it’s important to keep breed in perspective as a minor but noteworthy factor. 
Predisposition is not destiny. Most researchers agree that genes and environment 
interact heavily in producing an anxious dog medicalnewstoday.com. A genetically 
predisposed dog in a superb environment may show little anxiety, whereas even a laid-
back breed could develop anxiety if mistreated or placed in a poor setting. The Finnish 
authors hypothesized that “some genomic areas and loci are associated with 
problematic behavior, including compulsion, fear, and noise sensitivity”, but they also 
noted that environmental factors like training and living conditions likely modulate these 
traits medicalnewstoday.com. In practice, this means if you have a breed known for 
anxiety issues, you should be proactive in training and socialization to counteract those 
tendencies. Likewise, “breeding policies may help to improve dog welfare” 
medicalnewstoday.com – for instance, breeders selecting against extreme fearfulness 
can gradually reduce that trait in a breed’s gene pool. But for an individual owner, the 
focus should be on management and early education, since genetics cannot be 
changed after the fact. 

Breed-specific tendencies are worth acknowledging: a Border Collie that comes from a 
line of hypersensitive, reactive dogs may require more careful anxiety prevention efforts 
than a carefree Labrador from a line of stable tempered dogs. One might introduce the 
Collie to novel stimuli extra gradually and enforce calm routines, knowing it could be 
wired to overreact. Breed can also guide expectations – a guardian of a Bichon Frise or 
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Vizsla (breeds noted for velcro-like attachment) should be mindful of preventing 
separation anxiety from puppyhood, as those breeds crave company. Meanwhile, 
owners of guarding breeds might focus on extensive socialization to prevent fearful 
aggression. Yet, no breed is “immune” to anxiety if the circumstances encourage it, and 
no breed is hopelessly doomed to anxiety if raised thoughtfully. Even within breeds, 
individual variation is huge. Thus, breed is one puzzle piece: it informs risk but does not 
alone determine outcome. 

From the Just Behaving viewpoint, every dog, regardless of breed, benefits from the 
same core approach of mentorship, structure, and empathy. Breed might influence how 
much of one element is needed (more environmental enrichment for a high-energy 
breed, more gentle socialization for a shy breed, etc.), but it does not change the 
fundamental philosophy. Anxiety is addressed by treating the whole dog – mind and 
body – not by writing off behaviors as “just how this breed is.” In short, genetics loads 
the gun, but environment pulls the trigger. Both aspects deserve attention in an 
integrative understanding of canine anxiety. 

Dog Training Methodologies: Impacts on Anxiety 

How we train and manage our dogs can either alleviate or aggravate anxiety. Different 
dog training philosophies – from old-school dominance-based methods to purely 
positive reinforcement techniques to emerging relationship-focused models – have 
varying effects on a dog’s stress levels and sense of security. Here we critique common 
mainstream methodologies through an anxiety lens, and examine how the Just 
Behaving approach (which emphasizes mentorship and emotional development) 
compares. The central question is: does the training method address the root causes of 
anxiety and help the dog become more stable, or does it simply suppress symptoms (or 
worse, create new stress)? 

Dominance-Based and Aversive Training Techniques 

For much of the 20th century, dog training was dominated by methods that relied on 
physical corrections, intimidation, and the concept of human dominance over the dog. 
These techniques – popularized by traditional trainers and some TV personalities – 
assume that dogs misbehave due to trying to be “alpha,” and thus the solution is for the 
human to show harsh authority. Tools and methods include leash jerks, choke or prong 
collars, alpha rolling a dog onto its back, loud verbal reprimands, and other forms of 
positive punishment (adding something unpleasant) or negative reinforcement 
(removing an unpleasant thing when the dog complies). The goal is to stop unwanted 
behavior via fear of consequences. From an anxiety standpoint, however, such methods 
are inherently risky and often counterproductive. Studies show that aversive training 
methods can cause stress in dogs, leading veterinary behaviorists to state flatly that 
“there is no role for aversive training in behavior modification plans” avma.org. When a 
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dog is trained primarily through fear or pain, it may obey in the moment but at the cost 
of its trust and sense of safety. The dog learns that the handler or certain contexts (like 
training sessions) are potentially dangerous, which can raise its overall anxiety. 

Research on canine cortisol levels and body language during training found that dogs in 
aversive classes “displayed more stress-related behaviors” and were more often in 
anxious postures compared to dogs in reward-based classes pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. 
In one study, dogs trained with high levels of correction even developed a “pessimistic” 
bias on a cognitive task – they were more likely to expect bad outcomes, indicating a 
negative emotional state nature.com. This suggests that aversive methods don’t just 
momentarily frighten dogs, but can have lasting emotional effects, essentially 
heightening their baseline anxiety and fear of trying new behaviors. The fallout from 
dominance-based training can include: increased aggression (as some dogs, when 
pushed or hurt, lash out defensively), learned helplessness (the dog shuts down and 
stops offering any behavior, appearing calm but actually in a state of resigned stress), 
and anxiety that generalizes beyond the training context (e.g. a dog becomes anxious 
even at home, anticipating sudden punishment). 

Modern veterinary and behavior organizations have largely moved away from such 
methods. The American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior (AVSAB) explicitly 
advocates for reward-based methods as “offering the most advantages and least harm 
to the dog’s welfare,” noting no evidence that aversive techniques are necessary 
avma.org. They conclude that building a relationship through positive reinforcement is 
more effective and does not carry the risk of fear-induced side effects avma.org. In 
humane terms, dominance-based training is also antithetical to the idea of a secure 
human-canine bond; it positions the human as a threat to be avoided rather than a 
partner to trust. From the Just Behaving perspective, forcing compliance through fear is 
anathema – not only for ethical reasons but also because it fails to teach the dog true 
emotional regulation. A dog might learn not to pull on leash to avoid a yank, but it hasn’t 
learned how to want to stay near the owner or feel relaxed on walks. In fact, it might be 
more anxious on walks, scanning for the next punishment. 

In summary, dominance-based methods tend to exacerbate anxiety in the long run. 
They put the dog in a defensive, stressed state that can permeate its daily life. While 
such methods may sometimes produce superficially “obedient” behavior, they do so at a 
high cost to canine welfare. As attitudes shift, many owners and trainers are abandoning 
these techniques, seeking approaches that emphasize guidance without fear. This leads 
to the rise of reward-based training – a far gentler methodology, though not without its 
own considerations in the context of anxiety. 

Reward-Based (Positive Reinforcement) Training 
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Over the past few decades, positive reinforcement training – often summarized as 
“reward the good, ignore or redirect the bad” – has become the mainstream 
recommendation for pet dogs. In this methodology, dogs are taught behaviors using 
rewards like treats, toys, or praise, and undesirable behaviors are managed without 
harsh punishment (perhaps using mild consequences like temporarily withdrawing 
attention or using a neutral interrupter cue). The humane benefits of this approach are 
clear: it avoids the fear and pain that aversive methods employ, thereby greatly reducing 
the risk of causing anxiety. Studies confirm that reward-based training is better for the 
dog’s welfare and the human-animal bond avma.org avma.org. Dogs trained with 
positive methods tend to be more confident and exhibit fewer stress signals during 
training, as they are never put in a situation where they anticipate pain avma.org. In 
fact, many minor anxieties can be resolved through positive associations – for example, 
using treats to counter-condition a dog’s fear of strangers (strangers = chicken rain, 
yay!) can transform the dog’s emotional response from fear to happy anticipation. Thus, 
as a baseline, reward-based training is a major step in the right direction for reducing 
training-induced anxiety. 

However, it’s important to critically examine how reward-based methods are applied in 
practice, especially with anxious dogs. Positive training is not a monolith; it ranges from 
very permissive styles to more structured ones, all within the “force-free” spectrum. One 
potential shortcoming is when owners or trainers focus solely on managing outward 
behaviors with rewards without addressing the underlying emotional state. For example, 
if a dog is afraid of skateboards and lunges, a purely treat-focused approach might just 
involve distracting the dog with treats whenever a skateboard passes. This may prevent 
a meltdown in the moment, but it might not be changing the dog’s internal fear if done 
without a systematic plan. Ideally, positive training for anxiety uses desensitization and 
counterconditioning – gradually teaching the dog that the scary thing isn’t so bad and 
even predicts good stuff. When done correctly, this lowers the dog’s anxiety and builds 
coping skills. But done superficially (just bribing the dog through every situation), it could 
become more of a crutch. The dog might comply for the treat yet still feel nervous. 

Another critique, emphasized by the Just Behaving philosophy, is that some 
implementations of reward-based training result in a “transactional relationship” 
between dog and human. If the dog learns to do everything only because a treat will be 
forthcoming, it may start to view the human as a vending machine rather than a source 
of guidance. “An over-reliance on treats and constant praise can inadvertently produce 
a transactional relationship. The dog comes to see the human as a simple dispenser of 
rewards – a merchant of treats – rather than a trusted leader or companion,” warns a 
Just Behaving text. In the context of anxiety, this matters because the dog might not 
develop intrinsic security or respect, and when the treat is absent, the dog could still 
default to anxious behavior. For instance, a dog that is only ever coaxed with treats to 
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go outside during a thunderstorm might follow the treat but still be shaking – it hasn’t 
truly learned that storms are safe, only that it can get cheese while quivering. 

That said, modern positive trainers often incorporate confidence-building exercises, 
consent in handling, and teaching alternative behaviors which do help anxious dogs. 
For example, teaching a solid relaxation protocol (rewarding the dog for progressively 
more relaxed postures) or a default mat settle can give an anxious dog tools to self-
soothe. The best reward-based training is not just about obedience commands; it’s 
about encouraging desirable emotional states using positive reinforcement. From a 
scientific perspective, positive methods, when paired with patience and good technique, 
have been shown to reduce fearfulness. One study in Frontiers in Veterinary Science 
found that dogs trained in “Group Reward” (positive reinforcement) had lower indicators 
of stress and a better relationship with owners than those in “Group Aversive” 
nature.com pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. 

In summary, reward-based training generally mitigates anxiety rather than exacerbating 
it – especially in contrast to punishment-based methods. It creates a learning 
environment where the dog feels safe and can even have fun. The caveat is that it 
should be implemented in a way that addresses the dog’s emotions, not just its external 
behavior. Simply showering an anxious dog with treats without giving it clear leadership 
or understanding its fears may not fully solve deeper anxieties. This is where the Just 
Behaving approach adds nuance: it incorporates positive reinforcement but within a 
structured mentorship model that seeks to engage the dog’s mind and emotions on a 
deeper level. The next section explores that model, which could be seen as an evolution 
or complement to reward-based training – aiming not just for compliance or 
conditioning, but for genuine emotional growth and trust. 

Mentorship-Based and Relationship-Centered Approaches 

The Just Behaving philosophy represents a relationship-centered approach to raising 
and training dogs, one that can be described as mentorship-based rather than 
command-based. In this model, the human acts as a calm guide and teacher, shaping 
the dog’s behavior through consistent leadership, modeling, and natural consequences, 
with minimal reliance on either physical force or constant bribery. The emphasis is on 
building a trusted relationship where the dog behaves well out of understanding and 
respect, not out of fear or mere treat-seeking. This approach has direct implications for 
anxiety: by prioritizing the bond and the dog’s emotional stability, it aims to create a dog 
who is confident and secure in various situations, rather than one who behaves but is 
internally anxious. 

A core principle of mentorship-based training is that it addresses the dog’s mind and 
emotions, not just its observable actions. Rather than focusing on a checklist of 
commands, the mentor (owner) focuses on communicating expectations and feedback 
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in a way the dog inherently understands. This often means using the kind of 
communication dogs use with each other – body language, tone, timing – to guide the 
dog. Misbehaviors are seen as opportunities to teach, not simply rule-breaking to punish 
or ignore. For example, if a dog is anxious and barking at the window, a mentorship 
approach might involve calmly interrupting the behavior, guiding the dog away, perhaps 
using a firm but gentle touch or sound to break the focus, and then showing the dog 
what to do instead (like lie down nearby). The owner’s demeanor remains calm and 
matter-of-fact. Over time, the dog learns that it doesn’t need to fret at the window 
because its human has it under control. This contrasts with either yelling at the dog 
(punishment) or luring it with a treat (which might not resolve the underlying alertness). 
The mentor approach communicates: “I acknowledge your concern, but follow me, 
we’re okay,” which can alleviate the dog’s anxiety by providing leadership. 

The human-canine emotional bond is central here. In a mentorship model, the bond is 
cultivated such that the dog genuinely trusts the human’s decisions. When the owner 
indicates through consistent behavior that a situation is safe, the dog believes it. This 
speaks to what ethologists call the secure base effect – dogs use their owner’s 
presence and reactions as a secure base when exploring or facing something unfamiliar 
journals.plos.org journals.plos.org. A mentor-style owner ensures they are reliably 
present (physically or figuratively) as that secure base. They are not swinging from 
permissive to angry, nor disappearing unpredictably from the dog’s life. This consistency 
builds an attachment where the dog feels comfortable taking cues from the owner. 
Secure attachment has been linked to improved behavioral outcomes in dogs, including 
reduced fearfulness and better stress coping faunalytics.org. 

In practical terms, the Just Behaving method teaches through structured 
companionship: plenty of interaction and inclusion of the dog in daily life, but with clear 
boundaries. The dog learns by observation and guided experience as much as formal 
training. A simple example is teaching a puppy about visiting a café. A dominance 
trainer might force the puppy to “down-stay” the whole time under threat of correction; a 
pure positive trainer might click/treat the puppy for lying down quietly, or give it a chew. 
A Just Behaving mentor might first exercise the pup, then settle at the café and expect 
the pup to lie at their feet (using a leash to prevent wandering but not fussing over the 
pup). If the pup gets up, the mentor calmly places it back. When the pup stays put, they 
might reward it with calm praise or a gentle stroke (though not incessant treats). The 
pup learns through this calm insistence that “this is just what we do; we relax here.” The 
presence of the owner, non-reactive and at ease, further sends the message that the 
environment is safe and boring. The result is a pup that learns to truly relax in public – 
an emotional skill – rather than one that is either frightened into stillness or only staying 
down because it’s nibbling treats. This approach requires patience and attentiveness, 
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but it often yields dogs who can handle various environments with stable nerves, 
because they’ve been nurtured to have that mindset from the start. 

Philosophically, this mentorship model aligns with concepts from developmental 
psychology and virtue ethics. It’s akin to authoritative parenting in humans – high in 
warmth and guidance, low in harshness or spoilment. The owner sets the dog up for 
success and prevents rehearsal of bad behaviors (so the dog rarely gets to practice 
anxiety-driven actions like frantic barking), which in turn means the dog doesn’t develop 
habits of anxiety. Prevention is key: “Just Behaving families never invite those unwanted 
behaviors into the dog’s learning”. Another philosophical notion is nurturing intrinsic 
motivation and understanding. The dog isn’t working purely for an external reward, but 
because it has learned a way of life with its mentor that makes sense. As one Just 
Behaving summary states, the aim is “nurturing intrinsic understanding rather than 
conditioned responses”. In other words, the dog behaves appropriately out of habit and 
mutual respect, which is a far more stable and reliable disposition than one maintained 
only by fear or continuous treats. 

When it comes to anxiety, such a dog is likely to feel secure and grounded. It knows it 
can rely on its human. It also knows the rules of its world, so there is less confusion or 
conflict. If something frightening happens, the mentor owner doesn’t panic or overly 
indulge the fear; they acknowledge and calmly lead the dog through it. Over time, the 
dog’s threshold for anxiety triggers can increase – what would have made it nervous 
now doesn’t, because the dog has a learned history of coping successfully with the 
mentor’s support. This approach also heavily emphasizes emotional regulation: 
teaching the dog how to calm down after excitement or stress. Techniques include 
modeling calm behavior (the owner remains composed, which the dog emulates), using 
conditioned relaxation cues, and ensuring the dog has a solid routine that includes 
downtime. By adulthood, a dog raised this way ideally possesses an ingrained 
“emotional muscle memory” of calm and confidence. 

In summary, mentorship-based training/raising strategies like Just Behaving mitigate 
anxiety by addressing its roots: lack of guidance, insecurity, miscommunication, and 
inconsistency. They fill in those gaps with leadership, trust, clarity, and stability. This 
approach can be seen as complementary to reward-based methods – it doesn’t eschew 
rewards, but it doesn’t depend on them as the sole motivator. It also avoids any 
intimidation. It strives for that middle path where the dog neither fears the owner nor 
takes the owner for granted, but rather respects and trusts the owner. From that 
relationship flows calmness. As a result, behavioral issues are approached not as 
isolated symptoms to fix, but as signals about the relationship or environment to adjust. 
This leads into the broader comparison of addressing symptoms versus root causes. 

Symptom-Focused vs. Relationship-Focused Interventions 



When faced with an anxious dog and its troublesome behaviors (like incessant barking, 
destructive chewing, or urination in the house), owners and professionals can either 
treat those behaviors in a piecemeal fashion or look deeper at the underlying 
relationship and environment. A symptom-based approach tries to eliminate or reduce 
each problematic behavior individually. For example: giving medication to stop the dog 
from being hypervigilant, using a no-bark collar to curb barking, or doing a training class 
specifically for “reactivity.” In contrast, a relationship-based (or root-cause) approach 
examines why those symptoms are occurring – what in the dog’s life or emotional state 
is driving them – and aims to remedy that broader context. The Just Behaving 
philosophy strongly advocates for the latter: focusing on the overall dynamic between 
human and dog, and on fulfilling the dog’s needs, rather than just quelling symptoms on 
the surface. 

Symptom-focused methods sometimes provide quick relief but may act like bandaids on 
a deeper wound. For instance, take a dog who is chewing up furniture due to anxiety 
when left alone. A symptom treatment might be to apply bitter-tasting spray to the 
furniture or give the dog a sedative when the owner leaves. This could indeed stop the 
chewing in the short term (the furniture is saved, the dog is too drugged to chew), but 
the dog’s underlying separation anxiety is unaddressed. The dog still feels panic when 
alone; it’s just that the symptoms are suppressed. In contrast, a relationship-focused 
plan would work on easing the dog’s isolation distress by gradually building the dog’s 
tolerance to being alone, increasing the dog’s confidence, and perhaps adjusting the 
owner’s routine to be more reassuring. It might involve the owner spending more quality 
time with the dog, practicing departures in small steps, and ensuring the dog has a safe, 
comforting space. This addresses the core issue (the dog’s fear of abandonment) rather 
than just the symptom (chewing). 

Another example: a dog barks and lunges at other dogs on walks. A symptom-based 
approach could be to fit the dog with a head halter or muzzle for control and then simply 
avoid other dogs, or to use a spray bottle or shaker can to startle the dog whenever it 
reacts. These might curb the outbursts, but the dog might still be internally upset by 
other dogs – it hasn’t learned to feel any differently, it’s just restrained or deterred. The 
relationship-based approach would be to ask, why is our dog reacting? Is it fearful, 
lacking socialization, or trying to protect us due to insecure attachment? If the latter, 
maybe the dog has taken on a guard role because it doesn’t sense the owner’s 
leadership. So the solution might include training that dog to heel and focus on the 
owner, building the owner’s proactive control (thus dog doesn’t feel it must control the 
situation), and slowly socializing the dog at a comfort distance. The owner works on 
their handling skills and calm assertiveness. Over time, the dog trusts the owner to 
handle oncoming dogs, and the reactivity diminishes from the inside out – a far more 
durable fix than just managing the lunging physically. 



Symptom-based approaches aren’t always wrong – indeed, some behaviors need 
immediate management for safety. But without later addressing root causes, the dog’s 
anxiety often finds a new outlet. If you suppress barking, the anxiety might come out as 
pacing or self-mutilation. If you suppress chewing, it might emerge as excessive licking 
or even gastrointestinal issues (stress can cause digestive upset). This is often seen 
when dogs are put on medications without any behavior modification. The medication 
may take the edge off one symptom, but unless the dog’s lifestyle or training is 
changed, new problem behaviors can crop up or the original returns once the dose is 
lowered. Veterinary behaviorists acknowledge that medications work best in tandem 
with behavioral and environmental therapy dvm360.com dvm360.com. In other words, 
even the medical approach recognizes that you cannot just treat the symptom (brain 
chemistry) without treating the context (the dog’s experiences). 

A relationship-focused approach, like Just Behaving, essentially treats the whole dog. It 
asks questions: Is the dog getting enough physical exercise and mental stimulation? Is 
the dog getting clear communication from the owner, or is it confused? Does the dog 
know how to relax, and does it feel safe at home? How is the bond – does the dog trust 
the owner as fair and reliable? Often, when these foundational elements are improved, 
many “symptoms” of anxiety start to resolve on their own. For example, a dog that was 
hyper and restless might significantly calm down once the owner implements a 
consistent daily routine, because the dog is no longer anxious about when things will 
happen. A dog that was snapping at guests may stop once the owner establishes 
themselves as the benevolent leader and teaches the dog it will be introduced to guests 
gradually and politely – the dog no longer feels the burden to defend the house. 
Essentially, by healing the underlying relationship and environment, the need for many 
behavior band-aids disappears. 

This is not to say targeted training or tools are never used in a relationship-based 
approach. They are, but they are used in service of the larger goal of emotional stability. 
For instance, teaching a solid “place” command (go to your bed and relax) is a focused 
training exercise that yields a tool for the anxious dog to know what to do when the 
doorbell rings – it’s both a symptom handler (dog is not barking at door) and a 
relationship tool (dog trusts owner’s command and feels safe in its place). The 
difference in mindset is key: Are we just trying to stop a nuisance behavior, or are we 
trying to help the dog feel better so it doesn’t need to perform that behavior? The Just 
Behaving answer is always the latter. 

To summarize, symptom-focused interventions alone risk treating the “smoke” and not 
the “fire.” Relationship-based interventions aim to put out the fire by addressing the 
dog’s emotional needs, communication, and environment. In an ideal comprehensive 
plan, some symptom management might be done to prevent rehearsal of bad behaviors 
(you might use baby gates to stop an anxious dog from shadowing you everywhere 
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initially), but simultaneously you work on the deeper issue (gradually teach the dog 
independence in a positive way). This holistic strategy ensures that once the dog 
improves, the changes are resilient and not just tied to the presence of a gadget or a 
dose of medication. It reframes “behavior problems” as “relationship or environment 
problems,” which is a fundamentally more empathetic and effective viewpoint. 

Prevention and Early Intervention Strategies 

Given the many factors that can lead to anxiety in dogs, one of the most powerful 
approaches is preventing anxiety from developing in the first place. Prevention starts 
early – essentially from puppyhood – and requires foresight and effort from breeders, 
shelters, and owners. It is much easier to raise a stable dog than to rehabilitate an 
anxious one. This section outlines how early emotional regulation, proper 
communication, and structured companionship can inoculate a dog against many forms 
of anxiety. These strategies tie together the insights from earlier sections into proactive 
guidelines. By implementing these from day one, families can greatly reduce the 
likelihood that their dog will join the high statistics of anxiety prevalence. 

1. Early Socialization and Positive Exposure: As discussed, puppies have a critical 
period where they learn what is normal and safe. To prevent later anxiety, puppies 
should be safely exposed to a wide range of people (of different ages, ethnicities, 
wearing hats, etc.), other friendly dogs, various noises (thunder, vacuums, traffic), and 
environments (car rides, vet clinics, urban streets) during their first 3–4 months. The key 
is to make these experiences positive or at least neutral – pairing with play or treats, 
and never forcing the puppy into panic. This builds a pup’s confidence. Equally 
important is teaching the pup how to cope with novelty: short, successful outings rather 
than overwhelming marathons. A well-socialized puppy is far less likely to develop fear-
based anxieties as an adult pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. For example, a puppy that hears 
many loud noises paired with tasty treats is unlikely to become a dog with noise phobia; 
it’s been taught that loud sounds aren’t so scary. Early socialization also includes gentle 
alone-time training to ward off separation issues – gradually accustoming the puppy to 
being by itself for increasing durations, so it doesn’t come as a shock later. 

2. Consistent Routine and Structure from the Start: Puppies thrive with a regular 
schedule (for feeding, play, sleep) and clear, kind rules. By providing this structure early, 
we prevent the confusion and insecurity that inconsistency breeds. A puppy that knows 
every night I sleep in my crate with soothing music, every morning I go for a walk and 
then eat breakfast is a puppy that feels the world is orderly. Structure also means 
setting boundaries early on – not harshly, but matter-of-factly. If jumping on people is not 
desired in an adult dog, do not encourage it in the puppy “because it’s small.” 
Consistency from day one avoids the later crack-down that so often unsettles dogs. The 
Just Behaving approach is explicit about this: “from day one, our puppies are handled in 
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calm, structured environments… undesirable behaviors never have the opportunity to 
form”. This prevention-first mindset means the puppy is always learning good habits and 
never rehearsing the bad. By the time the dog is an adolescent, it doesn’t have a history 
of anxious or chaotic behavior to unlearn – calm and manners are its default. 

3. Mentorship and Early Training in Emotional Regulation: Prevention is not just 
about external structure, but also teaching the puppy internal control. Even young 
puppies can start learning how to relax on cue and how to modulate their excitement. 
Techniques include rewarding calm behavior (e.g. if a puppy settles quietly, give a 
gentle pet or treat to reinforce that state), and introducing a cue like “settle” paired with 
relaxation exercises. Puppies should have routine nap times and moments where 
nothing is happening – this prevents them from becoming always-on and teaches them 
to self-soothe. If a puppy is getting overly ramped up, a good mentor will calmly 
intervene and help the pup wind down, perhaps with a chewing activity or crating for a 
short rest. Think of it like teaching a toddler to have quiet time; it’s a skill to be learned. 
According to Just Behaving, “calmness becomes the dog’s default emotional state” 
through repetition and reinforcement of calm behaviors. By adulthood, the dog naturally 
gravitates to calm behavior because it was instilled as a habit early. This dramatically 
reduces anxiety incidents, since the dog isn’t habitually winding itself up. 

4. Modeled Communication and Social Reference: Puppies take social cues from 
owners or other stable dogs. A preventative strategy is to demonstrate confidence and 
appropriate reactions in the face of stimuli. For instance, during a thunderstorm, the 
owner can initiate a fun play session or a treat scatter on the floor, showing the pup that 
there’s no cause for alarm. If the pup startles at a loud noise, the owner can laugh lightly 
and investigate it with curiosity, signaling there’s nothing to fear. Puppies also learn by 
observing older dogs; if you have a calm adult dog, supervised interactions can help the 
puppy adopt that dog’s calm responses. Just Behaving often utilizes the idea of a “dual 
mentorship system”, where an older mentor dog in the household helps teach the puppy 
through social learning. This kind of communication modeling ensures the pup doesn’t 
develop anxieties simply out of not knowing what to make of things. The mentor (human 
or canine) provides the framework: “This is how we act, it’s all good.” Over time, the pup 
internalizes these cues. 

5. Meeting the Dog’s Needs (Exercise, Enrichment, Security): A dog that’s well-
exercised and mentally stimulated is less likely to develop stress behaviors. Adequate 
exercise appropriate for the dog’s age and breed helps burn off excess energy that 
could otherwise manifest as nervous energy or destructive habits. Enrichment (puzzle 
toys, sniffing games, training games) gives the dog outlets to use its brain and satisfy 
natural drives, which prevents frustration-based anxiety. A tired, fulfilled dog will spend 
its downtime relaxed, not wound up. Importantly, exercise should be balanced – overly 
strenuous or never-ending stimulation, as noted, can be counterproductive. But a bored 



dog often becomes an anxious dog, so prevention includes daily outlets. Additionally, 
providing the dog with a secure safe space can help preempt anxiety. Many dogs 
benefit from having a crate or quiet room that is their den – a place they can retreat to 
when overwhelmed. If introduced positively (with treats and as a happy place), a crate 
trained dog will often put itself to bed when it needs a break, rather than staying in an 
environment that raises its stress. 

6. Handling and Body Sensitivity Training: Another preventive step is getting the 
puppy comfortable with all sorts of handling and procedures (gentle restraint, paw 
touching, grooming, teeth checks) and pairing those with positive outcomes. This can 
prevent anxieties related to vet visits or grooming later. A dog that’s used to being 
calmly held or examined from puppyhood is far less likely to panic when a veterinarian 
handles it. This ties in with anthropomorphism – we prevent a scenario where a dog is 
never treated like an animal (never restrained even gently until suddenly a vet tech has 
to, causing terror). By familiarizing the pup with routine handling, we avoid the 
development of handling anxiety which is common in adult dogs who were not 
conditioned to it. 

In essence, prevention requires mindfulness and consistency on the human’s part. It is 
an investment of effort early on for long-term peace of mind – both the dog’s and the 
owner’s. The Just Behaving philosophy is built around this notion: that much of what 
people label as “behavior problems” in adult dogs could have been prevented by raising 
the dog differently from the beginning. Realistically, not every dog owner has their pet 
from puppyhood, and not every early environment will be perfect. That’s where early 
intervention comes in: as soon as signs of anxiety or imbalance are noted, address 
them promptly with training or lifestyle adjustments rather than hoping the dog will “grow 
out of it.” Many anxieties worsen if ignored. For example, mild unease at being alone 
can snowball into severe separation anxiety if not proactively worked on with gradual 
departures. Early intervention might mean consulting a trainer or behaviorist at the first 
sign of persistent fear or distress. It’s much easier to turn around a problem in its infancy 
than after it has become ingrained. 

To conclude this section, preventing anxiety in dogs is very much aligned with “an ounce 
of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” By raising dogs in an environment of 
predictability, gentle guidance, and rich socialization, we set them up to be emotionally 
stable. While we cannot guarantee that a dog will never feel fear (just as no human lives 
completely free of anxiety), we can greatly influence whether those fears become 
debilitating or just passing moments. Prevention and early intervention form a safety 
net, ensuring that when stressors occur, the dog has the coping skills and support 
structure to handle them without tipping into chronic anxiety. This benefits not only the 
dog’s well-being but also reduces the chances of serious behavioral issues that strain 
the human-dog relationship. 



Treatment and Management: Aligning with Long-Term Stability 

Even with the best prevention, some dogs will develop significant anxiety that needs 
active treatment. In these cases, owners often turn to veterinarians, veterinary 
behaviorists, or professional trainers for solutions. Common interventions include 
behavior modification training protocols, environmental management strategies, and 
medications such as anti-anxiety drugs. It’s important to examine how these current 
solutions align or conflict with the goal of long-term emotional stability for the dog. Do 
they facilitate a lasting reduction in anxiety, or do they provide only temporary relief? Do 
they complement a relationship-centered approach, or work at cross-purposes? Here, 
we analyze typical treatments – from pharmaceuticals to popular training programs – 
through the Just Behaving lens. 

Behavioral Modification and Training Protocols 

For anxiety-related problems, one of the first-line treatments recommended by 
behaviorists is a behavior modification plan tailored to the dog’s specific triggers. This 
often involves desensitization and counter-conditioning (DS/CC). For example, if a dog 
is terrified of the vacuum cleaner, a DS/CC protocol would start at a level that doesn’t 
scare the dog (vacuum in the next room off), reward the dog for calm behavior, and 
slowly increase exposure (bring vacuum closer, then turned on briefly at low intensity, 
etc.) pairing each step with high-value treats and positive experiences. Over time, the 
dog’s fear response diminishes and is replaced with neutrality or even positive 
expectation (vacuum = hot dogs appear). When done properly, such protocols are very 
much in line with long-term stability – they change the dog’s emotional response in a 
lasting way, essentially teaching the dog a new, non-anxious association. Just Behaving 
would approve of this kind of approach, as it respects the dog’s pace and aims for 
genuine comfort rather than suppression. 

Another common behavior mod approach is teaching alternative behaviors incompatible 
with the anxious reaction. For separation anxiety, a protocol might involve training the 
dog to relax on a mat and stay while the owner moves gradually farther away, combined 
with short departures that are slowly lengthened. For leash reactivity, a popular method 
is training the dog to look at the owner (“watch me”) or make an auto-turn whenever 
another dog appears, thus redirecting its focus and preventing a meltdown. These 
methods, often reward-based, can reduce incidents of anxiety-driven behaviors and 
give the dog a sense of predictable routine when triggers occur (e.g. dog learns “when I 
see a stranger, I sit and get chicken” – it has a job to do which can reduce panic). This 
aligns with the idea of giving the dog structure and a way to succeed, fitting well with a 
mentorship mindset. 

However, the effectiveness of behavior modification depends on owner implementation 
and consistency. Long-term stability is achieved only if the owners can maintain the 



training and not inadvertently undermine it. A conflict can arise if owners become too 
focused on the protocol and lose sight of the relationship. For instance, some owners 
might mechanically go through DS/CC steps but still be transmitting their own anxiety 
(e.g. tense leash, worried voice) which confuses the dog. Thus, even in implementing 
protocols, the how matters. Ideally, a good behaviorist will coach the owner on their own 
demeanor and timing, essentially training the human too. This is implicitly relationship-
centered: the handler learns to be calm, clear, and supportive, not just to tick off training 
exercises. 

One critique is that some standard training classes for behavior issues focus on 
obedience commands (sit, stay, heel) as the solution for everything, which might not 
directly address anxiety. A dog might learn to obey commands yet still feel afraid 
internally. If a class or protocol doesn’t incorporate counter-conditioning to change 
emotions, it may not yield long-term relief. The dog might appear improved in class 
(because it’s under command), but at home the underlying anxiety could surface in 
other ways. This again highlights the difference between teaching a skill and healing the 
emotion. The best programs integrate both – they build skills that help manage the dog 
(which can in turn give the dog confidence and predictability) and they work on 
changing the dog’s feelings via positive exposures and trust-building. 

Importantly, any behavior mod plan should also involve environmental management to 
set the dog up for success. For example, during therapy for separation anxiety, owners 
might arrange dog daycare or a pet sitter so the dog isn’t left alone long enough to panic 
during training. For a leash-reactive dog, one manages distance and avoids crowded 
dog parks while in training. This management prevents rehearsal of the anxiety (which 
would strengthen it) and is akin to the prevention ethos we discussed. It aligns with 
long-term stability because it creates a calmer interim environment while the dog’s 
coping skills are built. 

From a Just Behaving perspective, formal behavior modification is a tool that should be 
embedded within a nurturing relationship. The specifics may vary, but the theme is to 
gradually guide the dog out of its fear, not yank it. A mentorship approach might use 
similar techniques but always coupled with reading the dog’s emotional state and 
adjusting accordingly. If something is too much for the dog, you dial back. This 
sensitivity is what ensures that each step of training actually reduces anxiety rather than 
adds to it. 

Medications and Supplements 

In cases of moderate to severe anxiety, veterinarians may prescribe psychoactive 
medications to help dogs. Commonly used medications include SSRIs like fluoxetine 
(Prozac) or sertraline (Zoloft), TCAs like clomipramine (Clomicalm), and for situational 
anxiety, benzodiazepines like alprazolam (Xanax) or sedatives like trazodone or 



gabapentin dvm360.com dvm360.com. These medications can indeed be game-
changers for some dogs: they can take the edge off extreme anxiety, allowing the dog to 
function and to be receptive to training. For instance, a dog with severe separation 
anxiety might injure itself or destroy a house in panic; a medication like fluoxetine can 
markedly reduce the intensity of the panic, making it feasible to implement a training 
plan safely. Veterinary behaviorists often consider medication invaluable for managing 
serious anxiety disorders, noting that without medication, some dogs would be unable to 
progress with just training dvm360.com. This indicates that medication, used judiciously, 
can align with long-term improvement – it can facilitate behavior change by stabilizing 
the dog’s neurochemistry enough that learning and adaptation can occur. 

However, medication is rarely a standalone solution if long-term stability is the goal. 
Medications manage symptoms; they don’t teach new behaviors or fix environmental 
deficits. The consensus in vet behavior is that medication should be combined with 
behavior modification dvm360.com dvm360.com. If someone were to just medicate and 
do nothing else, they might find the dog relapses if the drug is discontinued, or the dog 
develops tolerance. There’s also the ethical consideration of side effects and the dog’s 
personality – some owners are uneasy about essentially chemically altering their pet’s 
mind long-term. In Just Behaving terms, one would ask: Is the medication helping the 
dog achieve a calmer baseline from which we can then mentor it, or is it being used as 
a crutch to avoid doing the work? Ideally, it’s the former. For example, a dog on 
fluoxetine for generalized anxiety might simultaneously be put on a robust program of 
increased exercise, better routine, and training for confidence. After 6-12 months, 
maybe that dog can wean off the medication and remain stable because the lifestyle 
changes and behavioral learning are now in place. On the other hand, if nothing in the 
dog’s life changed except the pill, removing the pill will likely bring the anxiety roaring 
back. 

There are also alternative treatments often explored: calming supplements (like L-
theanine, casein derivatives, CBD products), pheromone diffusers (DAP, dog appeasing 
pheromone), pressure wraps (ThunderShirts), etc. The evidence on these varies; some 
individual dogs seem to benefit, others not. They are generally harmless and can be 
part of a multi-modal plan. For instance, a pheromone diffuser might take the edge off a 
new shelter dog’s anxiety in the home, making it a bit easier for it to relax in the first 
weeks. These tools align fine with a relationship approach – they’re just creating a more 
soothing ambiance. They are rarely enough on their own for serious issues, but as 
adjuncts they can contribute to overall stability. 

One potential conflict arises when medications or tools are used to mask a problem that 
stems from how the dog is treated or its environment, without those root issues being 
addressed. Say a dog is very anxious because it’s left alone for 12 hours a day with 
nothing to do. One could put that dog on anti-anxiety meds, but the better solution is to 
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also change the dog’s routine (dog walker, enrichment, shorter isolation). If the owner 
chooses meds instead of improving conditions, the dog might be less panicky but still 
not living a great life. Just Behaving values would urge improving the relationship and 
environment first and foremost – medication can help, but don’t let it be an excuse to 
avoid giving the dog what it fundamentally needs (attention, activity, security). 

Finally, some cases truly need lifelong management. Just as some humans have clinical 
anxiety that requires long-term medication, some dogs might too – particularly if 
genetics load them strongly that way or if early trauma was profound. In those 
instances, a combination of medication and ongoing environmental support may be the 
stable endpoint. This is not a failure; it’s caring for the dog’s well-being in a sustainable 
way. The measure of alignment with long-term stability is whether the dog’s overall 
quality of life is good. If a daily medication plus a consistent routine means the dog can 
enjoy life without constant terror, then that aligns with the ultimate goal of stability and 
happiness, even if the dog will always be a bit more sensitive. 

Long-Term Outlook and Maintaining Progress 

Regardless of method, one must consider how solutions hold up over time. A 
dominance-based quick fix might stop a behavior immediately but can deteriorate as the 
dog’s suppressed emotions find another outlet (or the dog eventually challenges the 
harsh handler, leading to a breakdown in control). A purely bribery-based fix might last 
only as long as the treats flow. In contrast, a solution that changes the dog’s mindset or 
relationship has staying power. When a dog truly overcomes a fear or truly trusts its 
owner’s guidance, that tends to stick. Dogs are not static – they are continually learning 
from every interaction. So maintaining low anxiety is an ongoing process of reinforcing 
the good patterns and avoiding slipping back into the old triggers. 

Owners should be prepared to manage their dogs’ environment and routines for the life 
of the dog to some extent. For example, a dog that was noise-phobic might always need 
a safe retreat during storms even if it’s much improved. A dog with a history of 
separation anxiety might do best if rarely left completely alone for many hours; even if 
trained to cope, it may always do better with either human company or a dog buddy or 
engaging toys when alone. These kinds of accommodations are part of compassionate 
long-term management. They don’t mean the treatment failed – they mean we 
recognize the dog as an individual and continue to set it up for success. 

Regular check-ins on the dog’s anxiety levels are wise. Sometimes medical issues can 
arise that increase anxiety (pain or cognitive decline in older dogs, for instance). So 
long-term stability also means adapting to the dog’s life stages. A senior dog might grow 
more anxious due to sensory decline; at that point, even a well-trained, well-adjusted 
dog might need new support (like additional night lights if vision is failing, or increased 
communication through touch if hearing is gone). The relationship focus helps here: if 



you truly know your dog and have that bond, you will notice subtle changes and be able 
to adjust your care accordingly. 

In terms of alignment with Just Behaving values: any treatment or management 
approach that respects the dog’s emotional experience, seeks to improve the dog’s 
confidence and trust, and does no harm can be integrated into the philosophy. Methods 
that are merely about convenience while disregarding the dog’s inner state would 
conflict with it. Ultimately, the measure of success is not just “Is the unwanted behavior 
gone?” but “Is the dog more emotionally stable and content?”. A Just Behaving 
practitioner would rather have a dog that still has a quirk or two but is overall happy, 
than a dog that has been made outwardly perfect but is inwardly miserable or shut 
down. 

Conclusion: A Holistic Reframe of Canine Anxiety 

Through this interdisciplinary examination, we have seen that anxiety in family dogs is 
not a simple issue with a single cause or a quick fix. It is a multifaceted condition that 
often reflects the sum of a dog’s genetics, early experiences, environment, and the 
nature of its relationship with humans. By reframing anxiety as an outcome of these 
interrelated factors, we can approach it with more empathy and effectiveness. The 
traditional view of an “anxious dog” might label the dog as the problem, but the holistic 
view recognizes anxious behavior as a signal – a symptom that something in the dog’s 
world needs adjustment, whether it be the dog’s confidence, its daily structure, or the 
owner’s approach. 

One of the key insights is that the human-canine relationship lies at the heart of either 
exacerbating or alleviating canine anxiety. When that relationship is characterized by 
clear communication, calm guidance, and trust (the pillars of the Just Behaving 
philosophy), the dog is far more likely to flourish emotionally. In contrast, relationships 
marred by inconsistency, misunderstanding (such as anthropomorphic 
misinterpretation), or coercion tend to breed insecurity and stress in the dog. We’ve 
learned that dogs look to us for a secure base and for leadership – if we don’t provide it, 
they may become anxious trying to figure out the world on their own, or overly 
dependent in an unhealthy way. Thus, improving our interactions and bond with our 
dogs is not just “nice to have,” but a therapeutic tool against anxiety. As one might say, 
training the heart of the dog (through relationship) is as important as training the mind. 

We also highlighted the importance of context: A behavior like barking or destruction 
isn’t random – the context (alone at home, scared of a noise, etc.) gives meaning to why 
it’s happening. Addressing canine anxiety successfully means addressing context. 
Enrich the environment, remove excessive stressors, give the dog outlets – essentially, 
set the stage for success. It’s notable that many anxiety-related behaviors in dogs mirror 
those in humans under stress: pacing, loss of appetite, depression, aggression. And like 



in humans, these are often alleviated by a combination of supportive relationships, 
routine, purpose, and sometimes professional help. 

The integrated approach we discussed – combining academic research (e.g. evidence-
based training methods, veterinary knowledge) with practical training wisdom and even 
philosophical perspectives on the human-dog connection – provides a rich toolkit for 
tackling anxiety. We see that science supports humane, positive methods and the 
concept of secure attachment, while practical experience underscores prevention and 
consistency. Philosophically, we can invoke ideas like virtue ethics (cultivating calmness 
as a virtue in dog and owner) or behaviorism tempered with humanism (reinforcement 
works, but the dog is not a robot – it has feelings that matter). The Just Behaving 
philosophy embodies this blend: it challenges us to think deeper about why we raise 
dogs the way we do and how we can do better for their emotional well-being. 

Going forward, what can owners, trainers, and vets take from this? Firstly, to not view 
anxiety as a static trait of a “bad dog,” but as a condition that can be improved (and 
ideally prevented) by changing how we relate to and care for the dog. It’s an 
empowering message: we are not helpless if our dog is anxious. Through patient 
mentorship and possibly with professional guidance, significant changes are achievable. 
Secondly, the idea that compassion and structure are not at odds – being kind to an 
anxious dog doesn’t mean just pitying it and letting it do whatever; often the kindest 
thing is to give it direction and show it a path out of its fear. Likewise, being a leader 
doesn’t mean being harsh. A nurturing leader can reassure and direct an anxious dog 
more effectively than either an indulgent friend or a strict disciplinarian. This balanced 
approach yields the most stable dogs. 

For those developing a 100-page document or any extensive work on this topic (as this 
paper is meant to support), the final recommendation is to continually weave together 
the threads we’ve covered: prevalence data to show the scope, case studies or 
anecdotes to make it real, scientific explanations for credibility, and the guiding voice of 
the Just Behaving philosophy to maintain a cohesive vision. That vision is one where 
our family dogs are understood in their entirety – as emotional beings influenced by us 
and their world – and where we take responsibility to guide them gently towards 
confidence. 

In reframing canine anxiety, we essentially call for a reframing of canine care: a shift 
from reactive problem-solving to proactive, relationship-centered companionship. When 
we raise and live with dogs in this holistic manner, anxiety is less likely to take root. And 
if it does arise, we are equipped to address it not as a mystery or a battle of wills, but as 
a journey we undertake with our dogs. As partners, we can overcome a great deal. And 
often, in helping our dogs conquer their anxieties, we become better, more emotionally 



intelligent humans ourselves – an outcome that the Just Behaving philosophy would say 
is part of the mutual growth inherent in a true companionship. 

Through understanding, patience, and the right mix of science and heart, we can help 
family dogs not just “behave” but truly thrive – living with emotional stability and joy as 
beloved members of our families. 
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