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are no longer predictive of departure. This entails some retraining while you are home. You get the items ( keys,
shoes, briefcase, jacket etc.) that normally signal your departure, and walk to the door. However, you do not leave,
just put everything away. The dog will be watching and possibly get up, but once you put every thing away, the dog
should lie down. Then, once the dog is calm, this is repeated. Eventually, the dog will not attend to these cues
(habituate) because they are no longer predictive of you leaving and will not react, get up or look anxious as you go
about your pre-departure tasks. Then, the dog will be less anxious when you do leave. This often allows the next
step in re-training, planned departures.

What can be done to retrain the dog to reduce the dependence and following?

The most important aspect of retraining is to teach the dog to be independent and relaxed in your presence. Only
when you have taught the dog to stay in place in its bed or relaxation area, rather than constantly following you
around, will it be possible to train the dog to accept your departures.

First and foremost the dog must learn that attention-getting behaviors do not pay off. Any attempts at attention must
be ignored. On the other hand, lying quietly away from you should be rewarded. Teach your dog that it is the quiet
behavior that will receive attention, and not following you around, or demanding attention. Teach your dog to relax
in its quiet area and to accept lengthy periods of inattention when you are home. Then he or she is used to this
routine when you depart. For some dogs this may mean a formal program of “down”/’stays” (see below).

How can I teach my dog to accept my departures?

Formal retraining should be directed at teaching your dog to remain on its mat, in its bed, or in its crate or den area,
for progressively longer periods of time (30 minutes or more). Start by using a favored treat as a prompt. Hold it in
front of your dog, have him or her sit or lie down on command and give the food, praise and petting. At the next
few commands, hold your hand out, but hide the food so that the dog is not certain whether it is there or not.
Progress from a 1 second sit, to 2 seconds then 3 seconds, etc., until the dog will sit for at least 60 seconds.

Next practice the “stay” command, holding up the hand prompt saying “sit”, then “stay” and walk 2 or 3 steps away.
Have the dog stay for 60 seconds and then walk back and give the reward with the dog staying in position. Once
your dog will stay in place for 1 minute while you go across the room, sit and return, switch to intermittent rewards.
Patting and praise is given every time, but food is only given every 2nd, 3rd or 4th time. However for each new step
in training, use the food reward the first time or two. If you have trouble proceeding to this step, change to a leash
and head halter to ensure success.

The balance of the training should proceed in the dog’s quiet or resting area, using as many cues as possible to help
relax the dog. Mimic the secure environment that the dog feels when the owner is at home. Leave the TV on. Play
a favorite video or CD. Leave a favorite blanket or chew toy in the area. These all help to calm the dog. You are
teaching the dog to stay in its bed or confinement area for progressively longer periods of time before you return and
give the reward. Initially train the dog to stay for 1 minute while you cross the room, return and give either the food
or praise and affection. Increase this up to 30 minutes. From this point on, your dog should be encouraged to stay
in its bed or crate for extended periods of time rather than sitting at your feet or on your lap.

Next, you begin to leave the room. Hold up your hand as prompt, give the ‘down-stay’ command, walk across the
room, and go out of sight for a short time before returning to give the reward. Gradually make departures longer
until the dog will tolerate leaving for up to 30 minutes.

Finally, practice short “mock” departures. During “mock” or graduated departure training, the dog should be
exercised, given a short formal training session, and taken to its bed or mat to relax. Give the ‘down-stay’
command, a few toys and treats and leave. The first few "mock" departures should be just long enough to leave and
return without any signs of anxiety or destructiveness. This might last from a few seconds to a couple of minutes.
Gradually but randomly increase the time (e.g. 30 seconds, 1 minute, 2 minutes, 1, 2, 3,2, 5, 7,4, 7, 10, etc.). As
the time of departures approaches 10 or 15 minutes, begin to include other activities associated with departure such
as opening and closing the car door and returning, turning on and off the car engine and returning or pulling the car
out of the driveway and returning.

Many dogs that destroy the home when left alone will stay in a car or van without becoming anxious or destructive.
This is because the dog has learned to relax and enjoy the car rides, without the need for constant physical attention
and contact. And, when the owner does leave this relaxed dog in the car, the departures are generally quite short.
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The owner may occasionally leave the dog in the car during longer absences. The owner has trained the dog using
inattention, relaxation and a graduated departure technique. What is very important is to progress slowly through
the series of departures. If when you return, the dog is anxious or extremely excited, then the departure was too long
and the next one should be shorter. This is an effective technique, but very slow in the beginning. The goal is to
teach the dog “my owner is only going to be gone for a short time; they are coming right back; I can be good.”

Is drug therapy useful?

Drug therapy can be useful especially during initial departure training. Tranquilizers alone do not reduce the pet’s
anxiety and may only be helpful to sedate your dog so that it is less likely to investigate and destroy. Often the most
suitable drugs for long term use are anti-depressants, anti-anxiety drugs or a combination. Drugs alone will do little
or nothing to improve separation anxiety. It is the retraining program that is needed to help your dog gain some
independence and accept some time away from you.
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