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Shy & Fearful Dogs

Objective

Primary: To safely handle foster dogs that are shy and mildly fearful.
Secondary: To increase the comfort of your shy/fearful foster dog in your home and new environments. 

Important Notes

· This handout is intended for Texas GSP Rescue foster homes and volunteers.  It is not intended for distribution and/or use outside of Texas GSP Rescue.  Additionally, this handout targets mildly fearful dogs.  Extremely fearful dogs should be evaluated by a professional behaviorist and the behaviorist’s protocols followed.  Consult with your Area Coordinator or Training Coordinator should you have questions regarding this policy.
· I am not a certified behaviorist.  This handout was created using Particia B. McConnell’s “The Cautious Canine” pamphlet as a guide and augmented by my personal experiences as a dog trainer.  McConnell’s pamphlet is available for your review should you have interest in reading it in its entirety.  
· Always feel free to contact your Area Coordinator or the Training Coordinator with questions.  Immediately contact the A.C. or T.C. if you feel threatened by your foster dog or observe behavior that you perceive as dangerous.  
4 Steps for your Shy/Fearful Dog

I. Management: Keeping you, your foster dog, and those around you safe.

II. Evaluate, Part One: What triggers fear in your foster dog?

III. Evaluate, Part Two: What does your foster dog perceive as highly rewarding?

IV. Coupling the trigger and the reward.

I.  Management
Your first concern must be safety, for yourself, your foster dog, and the people and dogs around you.  Dogs that are fearful are more likely to try to run away or to snap (and possibly bite).  So, we’ll address both concerns here.

Running away:

· All Texas GSP Rescue foster dogs should only be off-leash in securely enclosed areas.  If you have a foster that is fearful, then this is even more important.  A minimum 6’ fence is recommended.  

· Frightened dogs will frequently slip their collars when they hit the end of a leash.  The tightening leash contributes to panic and their desire to flee.  To prevent any collar slips, I recommend using a properly fitted martingale collar.  These collars are also known as greyhound or no-slip collars.  
· Teach your dog his/her name.  A dog’s name is simply a cue to which you have attached a specific behavior.  The behavior that I like to attach is a head turn in my direction.  

· Collar games.  It’s important that your dog tolerate (preferably enjoy) your handling of his collar.  There are a variety of games that you can play to accustom your foster dog to having his collar handled.  

Growling/Snapping/Biting: Our goal is to prevent placing your dog in a situation where growling, snapping, and/or biting would result.
· Prevent contact between unfamiliar people/dogs/situations when you’re not in a position to quietly and calmly manage them to the dogs benefit and for the safety of all involved.

· Uncontrolled door behavior is a good example.  If you don’t have time to manage your foster dog while opening the door, then simply place the dog in safe and comfortable space while you answer the door.  

·   Respect your dog’s space.  Every dog has a personal bubble of space that they prefer strange or frightening (to them) things not enter.  That space can vary in size depending not only on the dog, but the situation, as well.  What does this mean for your fearful dog?
· Avoid tightly crowded spaces where people and dogs are unlikely to respect this space.  Petsmart is a great example.  Many people bring their friendly dogs to the store…but those friendly dogs are attached to people who are shopping (and not necessarily attentive to their dog) and are in narrow aisles.  

· If you can’t avoid, then prepare!  Bring something that will distract your dog – excellent cookies or a favorite toy, for example.  

· Muzzling, if it makes your and/or you more comfortable around stranger people/dogs/situations.  

· Introduce your dog to a muzzle, if you plan on using one routinely.  If you have a dog that LOVES to go on walks and wags his tail ferociously in anticipation when you get the leash out – that is what you’re looking for.  Your dog likely doesn’t like the leash itself, but he has coupled the leash with the thing he really likes – the walk!  I have a video clip that shows how to introduce a muzzle in a positive way should you have interest.  
· If it doesn’t make my dog more comfortable, why do I use a muzzle just because it makes me more comfortable?  Your dog reads your body language and chemistry better than any person can.  If you’re more comfortable, your foster dog will be, too.
· Relax! If you’re stressed, your foster dog is likely to feel this and respond accordingly (See above.)  What does this mean practically speaking?

· Always have a loose leash.  Tugging on your foster dog in a moment of fear can excite his flight/fight response.  There are other ways to move your foster dog than tugging on the leash – we’ll discuss a few of these.

· If you’re not comfortable – stop or leave.  If someone is reaching to pet your foster dog and your foster is not ready for that step, ask them to stop.  If someone is approaching your dog, walk away.  You’re not being rude; you’re making your foster dog successful (
· Don’t push.  We all want our dogs to be successful.  It’s hard not to say – “he can handle this.”  Slow and steady progress is great – it’s progress!  Better to be patient with a fearful dog than to ask more than the dog can comfortably do and set progress back.
II. Evaluate, Part One: Triggers

A trigger is the specific thing (person/dog/situation) that elicits the behavior in your foster dog that indicates fear.  This can be general – all new people, or specific – all tall men wearing baseball caps.  Here’s a list from McConnell of some common triggers for shy dogs:

· Unfamiliar people

· Men more often than women (especially large, deep-voiced men)

· Strangely silhouetted people (wearing hats, carrying a purse or other items)

· Rapidly approaching or charging people

· Hands that reach over the top of the dog’s head

· Young children who move and speak erratically

· People who are themselves afraid of dogs

Note that one event (a stranger coming to the door) can contain multiple triggers (stranger, entering the home, knocking or a doorbell, etc).  

Create a list of your foster dog’s triggers.  Be very specific!  As you’ll read in the Trigger & Reward section below, you’ll begin working with your foster dog at an intensity level lower than that which frightens him.  In order to do so, you have to have a good understanding of exactly what the trigger is.  
III. Evaluate, Part Two: Rewards
What does your dog LOVE?  Something he’ll do anything for.  I ask my students this question, and I get: his dinner, pets, verbal praise…  Your foster dog may really enjoy eating his dinner, but he may love bits of liver and chicken.  Your foster may enjoy being petted, but he really loves to play tug and chase you.  It’s important to find the things your foster dog loves, because like doesn’t get you nearly as far when you’re trying to overcome fear responses.

Create a list of things your foster dog loves.  Here’s an example of what my puppy LOVES:

· Very strong-smelling, meat-based treats, especially fish and liver products
· Wrestling and chasing other dogs

· Entering and exiting the back yard door

· Chasing bugs

· Chasing anything that moves very fast, especially if airborne

· Unusual squeaky toys

This list will be different for every dog.  Be creative and list as much as you can.  Even if you don’t use every item on the list for the Trigger & Reward section, it is extremely useful for training purposes to know what motivates your foster dog.

IV. Trigger & Reward: Pairing the “good” and the “bad”
The basic concept McConnell uses is to introduce a very low intensity of the trigger (a level at which the dog is not yet frightened) while simultaneously delivering a very high intensity reward.   
The simplest explanation is through illustration using a common trigger, fear of strangers.

· You’ve followed step 1 and managed your foster dog so that you’re not placing him in situations where he will continue to be greatly stressed by meeting new people.  

· You’ve followed step 2 and discovered that your foster dog’s trigger is specifically described in the following manner.  In large open spaces (walking your dog down the street, for example), your foster dog… 

· doesn’t notice strangers 50 feet away,

· is aware of and shows some fear signs of strangers 20 feet away, 

· hides or tries to avoid strangers 10 feet away or closer.

· You’ve followed step 3 and know that your foster dog LOVES popcorn, cheetos, and pieces of chicken. 

· You’ll set-up an exercise to couple the good and bad.

· Someone your foster does not know approaches and stops at 50 feet.  Right after your foster dog sees the person, you give him a favorite treat.  (Your pockets are full of cheetos, popcorn and chicken.)  

· Now walk further from the strange person.  You’ve just “reset” the situation so that the person can approach and be about 50 feet away again.  Your dog sees the person, gets the treat, and you walk away.

· Your foster dog should remain relaxed through this whole exercise.  If he is not, then…

· his trigger is 50 feet, not 20 feet, or

· there is another trigger in the environment, or

· you’re uncertain or nervous.

· How many trigger/reward sessions do you do at this low level of intensity?  That depends on your dog – but likely at least a few for even a mildly shy dog.  When do I know it’s time to decrease the space?  When your dog sees a person at 50 feet and the reaction is – yay! Where is my cookie?! – then it’s time to do 2 or 3 more sessions to cement your foster dog’s excitement before decreasing the space.    

· Now you’re going to increase the intensity – in this case, decrease the amount space between your foster dog and the approaching stranger.
· 50 feet becomes 40 feet, and you repeat the exercise.  You might have the person continue to approach a few feet beyond 40 (30’, 35’), but continue to feed treats the whole time.  

· If your dog acts nervous or shows signs of stress, then…

· you’ve decreased the distance too soon, or

· you’ve decreased the distance by too large of an increment, or

· you’re worried and nervous.

· What is the natural progression for a dog afraid of strangers? Start with approaching strangers, as described above.

· Once a strange person can approach your dog within a few feet, have them begin to toss treats at your dog.
· You can also have the person drop a treat at their feet, allowing the dog to approach the stranger.  It’s important to note that at this stage, the person is stationary (not reaching for or moving toward the dog).  This will help with the petting intro discussed below.

· Once your dog is comfortable with a stranger approaching a standing in front of her, have them feed a treat from their hand.

· For dogs that are completely comfortable with a treat from the hand of a stranger, you can start with petting.  But – note that petting includes: approaching your dog, making direct eye contact, reaching a hand toward your dog.

· Be sure your dog is comfortable with all of the above before a stranger pets your foster dog.  Encourage non-threatening approaches.

· An angled approach,

· An angled body (shoulder facing the dog, for example)

· weight on the back foot, reducing the “push” into the dog’s space

· Allowing your foster dog to initiate contact is always best.  You can facilitate this by having the stranger drop a treat at his/her feet.  Then the stranger continues to drop treats.  The dog will likely want to sniff at the treat-dropping hand.  Once your dog is comfortably approaching the treat-dropping hand, you can have the stranger open his hand to dispense a cookie directly to the dog.  Note, this may be 1 session or several.  
· Petting: you’ll have the stranger add the petting w/ the non-treat hand.  It’s important that the stranger not reach over the top of the dog’s head initially.  The underside of the chin or side of the muzzle are good spots for non-threatening touching/petting.
Here are some additional helpful hints for success.
· Segregate triggers that are naturally paired, if you can.  By addressing each one separately, you are more likely to be successful.
· Set up your exercise in different places.  You want your foster to generalize.  If you practice in the park next to your house every time, it’s possible that your foster dog will learn that strange people in the park are awesome.  When you want your foster dog to learn that strange people are awesome.
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