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Stress and Anxiety in dogs 
 

The Limbic Reaction: When Your Dog Is Not Learning 
 

This also referred to as shutting down and is a natural response from our dogs when they react to an 
influence in the environment that is too over stimulating or triggers anxiety. Our dog’s brain works on two 
levels. The first level allows us to hold their attention and communicate with them. This part of the brain is 
what we would refer to as the “rational” brain. The other level is the limbic or survival part of the brain and 
our dogs can easily slip into this mind frame when they encounter something they require just survival 
skills. When your dog goes limbic it is not ignoring you because it is finding the distraction just more 
interesting, they genuinely have shut down their ability to hear you.  
 

Dog Stress & Anxiety - Other 

 
There is not a person anywhere that would not be subjected to stress at some point in their daily lives. We 
live with stress and our genetics and personalities depend on how well we handle it and how we control 
our anxiety related to that stress. 
We recognise this in humans but for a lot of people understanding that our pets suffer from the same 
symptoms is a new concept and often difficult to comprehend. So why do some dogs stress so much and 
others not?   
Genetics play a huge role in the makeup of the puppy and this we cannot change. If mum or dad were shy 
and nervous then there is a very strong chance the puppies will be as well. 
 

Imprinting 
 
When a puppy is born mum and his environment played a massive role in his imprinting (growth) stage. 
Imprinting means any information that the puppy is exposed to in the critical stage of learning from day 1 
to around 10 weeks of age, stays with it for life.  
A puppy who comes from a well rounded professional breeder who has a clear understanding of 
behaviour (unfortunately very few have) spends a lot of time getting a puppy used to different noises, 
being handled on a daily basis, car rides, crate training and separates each puppy so that they are not 
over bonding with their siblings and so on.  
If a breeder does not handle the pups from day one and they are isolated from most noise and people for 
those critical first weeks, the stress of humans being introduced to them and the now strange environment 
of being taken to a new home can become difficult for them to handle. 
Pet shop puppies sadly fit into this category as most leave mum at 6 weeks of age which is too early. 
While we would hope that they are handled with care, these environments only serve to stress puppies 
out and especially those who already have the genetic predisposition. 
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Distress vs separation anxiety 
 
Distress over being left alone is not always a full-blown separation anxiety problem. A dog may suffer from 
mild distress to a severe anxiety disorder. “Distress” indicates a lower intensity of stress behaviours when 
the dog is alone, while “anxiety” is an extreme panic attack. 
While we need to be careful not to confuse anxiety or distress with boredom, there are a few points here 
to consider: 

 Does your dog have things to do to pass away the time or are they home alone with nothing to fill 

their day 

 Is your pet bowl fed each day or enrich fed? 

 Do they get out socializing and this means dog parks, walks, going to the bank together, going for a 

car ride to get some milk or petrol, going with owners to a café for coffee or lunch or for a stroll 

down to the beach. 

Mildly affected pets may respond to a combination of behaviour modification and environmental 
management.  
Modifying your behaviour can make a big difference. For example, not fussing over your pet when they 
show signs of anxiety or concern as you are about to leave the house. Making a fuss may reward their 
anxious behaviour, and behaviour that is rewarded is repeated. 
Help list of things to do to help your pets 

 Enrichment - keeps them busy 

 Crate Training - Give your pet a safe place to hide in  

 Rewarding the calm quiet behaviour with a cue word - good quiet - yes- pay with a treat or pat 

 Spend time away from your dog slowly increasing the duration to build their confidence on being 

alone. Save extra special treats like a juicy bone for occasions when you will be away from them for 

an extended period of time.  

Anticipated leaving causes behaviour to escalate and repeat such as: 
 
The owner is about to leave the house – picking up on cues such as picking up a handbag, putting on 
shoes or jangling car keys.  
This behaviour may be reinforced with the attention it brings the animal as we often verbalise quiet or 
shush shush. The longer separation-related behaviours continue, the more difficult they are to modify. 
 
These notes are only general and your trainer may have given you more specific work to do with your dog 
and perhaps paired with medication. If you have any further queries please contact the office on 
34592121. 
 


