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SEPARATION ANXIETY  
IN DOGS 

Isolation Distress, commonly referred to as separation anxiety, or SA, is a panic disorder found in dogs 
(and cats, and even children). Being alone, or being away from a particular person, causes a dog with SA to 
exhibit behaviors such as panting, pacing, whining, barking, drooling, chewing furniture or walls, 
scratching or biting at doors and windows, and inappropriate elimination.   

What should you do if your dog is exhibiting any of these separation related behaviors? Here is a list to help 
you understand, identify, manage, and rectify the issue.  

1. Your dog is not doing this to you. Your dog is panicking. They need your empathy and 
understanding.   

2. Rule out other issues. A young, energetic dog who destroys the sofa cushions might just be bored 
and under-exercised. See below: Is this separation anxiety?  

3. Set up a camera so you can watch exactly what the dog does and when it starts. A camera that can 
be watched via phone is essential during treatment. Any video camera, even a laptop camera is 
sufficient.  

4. Severity of behaviors isn’t as relevant as you may think. Separation related behaviors vary greatly. 
Some dogs may sit by the door, whimpering and drooling, while another might destroy an entire 
room. The later scenario is much more distressing for the person but both dogs are suffering and 
need help. Interestingly, more dramatic behaviors do not necessarily mean a longer or more 
difficult resolution. 

5. The key to successful training is to never leave your dog alone. Start to think about a team who can 
help you by keeping your dog company when you leave the house. It can feel daunting but there are 
many creative ways to find help. See Build a Team, Write a Plan below. 

6. Talk to your veterinarian. Because this is a panic disorder, anti-anxiety medications can make a 
significant difference in the treatment’s efficacy.  

7. A crate is not the answer. While confinement might alleviate the destruction of your possessions, it 
is not teaching the dog it’s safe to be alone and will frequently exacerbate the panic. It is common 
for dogs with isolation distress to break out of crates, often injuring themselves in the process.  

8. Plan for absences. Start with your list of helpers from step 5 and come up with a plan for occasions 
when you need someone to stay with your dog. The more prepared you are, the less stressful 
events will be. Work and other long absences are a good place to start, but don’t forget to plan for 
events like grocery shopping, going out to dinner, and dentist appointments.    

9. If the dog is attached to one person, try spreading the love by asking others to feed, play with, train, 
and walk the dog. They may never be number one, but a few close seconds can make a difference.  
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IS THIS SEPARATION ANXIETY?  
It’s not uncommon for behaviors that look like SA to have a different cause. The first question to ask is, “Do 
they only do this when I’m not home?” If the dog chews on the couch cushions when you are in the other 
room as well as when you aren’t home, it could be boredom rather than SA.  

Some other causes to consider:  

• Outside triggers. Noises, dogs walking by the window, or people coming to the door could all cause 
barking, chewing, and other behaviors that look like SA.  

• Noise Phobia.  
• Crate Phobia. Not all dogs love crates. Some have a natural aversion to being confined and others 

have not been trained to be comfortable in a crate. A simple way to tell is to observe if the dog is 
anxious in the crate even when a person is around. Also observe if the dog relaxes when left in the 
home alone without a crate.  

• Boredom. An 8-hour day alone is enough to make any dog look for something to do; that may 
include destroying a few pillows or chewing on the stairs.    
 

BUILD A TEAM, WRITE A PLAN 
The most common reason a SA recovery plan does not succeed is because the dog is left alone too long 
during the training process. The training goal is to teach the dog that being alone is safe. When they are left 
alone too early or for too long, progress deteriorates.   
The idea of never leaving your dog alone can seem impossible, but there are many options. Some creativity 
and planning can make it possible.  
 

1. Work from home. People, now more than ever, are able to work at least some hours at home. It 
might be worth asking your employer. Speak with other members of your household to see if it 
might be an option for them.  

2. Find daycare, day training or other activities suitable for your dog.  
3. Talk to friends and neighbors. Maybe having a canine companion for a day or even a few hours 

would be perfect for them.  
4. Find a college student who would like to study in your home for a few hours.  
5. For shorter stints, a dog walker or sitter can be just what you need.  
6. Talk to others in the same situation. If the dogs become friends maybe you could alternate play 

dates. Neighborhood social media groups can be a good place to start.   
7. Depending on where you are going and your dog’s likes and dislikes, consider bringing your dog 

with you. If your dog is fearful of crowds, noises, or anything else you may encounter this won’t be 
an option.  

8. Talk to your trainer for ideas specific to you and your dog.  

When you have several of these options lined up write out a list detailing when you will utilize them. Start 
with long, predictable, times such as work. Then look at less frequent, shorter events, then plan for 
unexpected or spontaneous situations.  
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WHAT CAN BE DONE 
The good news is help is available for you and your dog.  

The gold standard of treatment is methodical desensitization. Slowly adding time to your absences while 
always keeping the dog from feeling overwhelmed can teach them they are safe when they are alone.  

It is not a fast process, but a concentrated effort can result in a lifetime of anxiety-free living for you and 
your dog.  

It is most efficient to work with a trainer certified in separation anxiety, but there are other options as well. 

1. Contact the Richmond SPCA Behavior Helpline. We can answer your questions and coach you 
through the process.  

2. Online training options:  
• https://malenademartini.com/for-owners/separation-anxiety-in-dogs-mission-

possible-online-course/ 
• https://julienaismith.com/ 
• https://separationanxietydog.thinkific.com/courses/do-it-yourself-separation-anxiety-

program 
3. Books on the subject 

• I’ll Be Home Soon, by Patricial McConnell  
• Be Right Back, by Julie Naismith  
• Separation Anxiety in Dogs, by Malena DeMartini-Price  

4. Find a Certified SA Trainer (SA training is done remotely, so location isn’t an issue) 
• https://julienaismith.com/find-a-trainer/ 
• https://malenademartini.com/about/meet-your-team/americas/  
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