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Chapter 1: What Separation Anxiety Really Is 
If you are living with a dog who struggles when left alone, you are not imagining things, it’s not 
your fault, and you are not alone. Separation anxiety is real, distressing, and often deeply 
misunderstood. Before we can help a dog feel safer, we must first understand what we are 
actually dealing with. 

Separation Anxiety as an Umbrella Term 

The phrase separation anxiety is often used to describe many different behaviors that happen 
when a dog is left alone. In reality, it is an umbrella term that includes several distinct but 
related challenges. Lumping them together can lead to frustration and ineffective advice, so let’s 
clarify matters. 

When professionals talk about separation anxiety-related issues, we may be referring to: 

●​ True separation anxiety  

●​ Isolation distress 

●​ Frustration related to barriers or confinement or some other underlying medical issue 

Each of these categories might look similar in the dog’s body language, emotional experience, 
and ability to cope. Understanding which one (or which combination) is present is the foundation 
of any successful plan. 

Why Accurate Identification Matters 

Four dogs can bark, pace, or destroy household items when left alone—and be experiencing 
completely different emotions. 

One dog may be panicking because their person is gone. Another may be distressed because 
no one is home. A third may be frustrated because they can hear activity behind a door or gate 
and cannot access it. A fourth might be suffering from a GI issue and feel nauseous causing 
them to be “upset.”  

If we assume all of these dogs need the same solution, we risk: 

●​ Increasing anxiety instead of reducing it 

●​ Using management strategies that backfire or are insufficient 

●​ Losing valuable time during a sensitive learning window 

●​ Trying to come up with a plan before identifying the underlying issue 
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The goal is never to stop behavior. The goal is to change how the dog feels. To teach what To 
Do instead and then to build a long, strong reinforcement history for this alternative path. 

Ruling Out Other Possibilities First 

Before labeling a dog with separation anxiety, it is essential to rule out other factors that can 
look similar on the surface. 

These include: 

●​ Age-related behaviors (such as teething or adolescent chewing) 

●​ Boredom or unmet needs (such as a lack of appropriate exercise or enrichment) 

●​ Medical issues (such as undiagnosed pain, gastrointestinal distress, or cognitive 

changes) 

This is why a veterinarian should always be part of the process and one of the first, if not the 
first step. Behavior does not exist in a vacuum, and discomfort or illness can significantly lower a 
dog’s ability to cope with being alone. Context is always important and significant when 
discussing behavior.  

The Most Important Question to Ask 

Rather than asking, “How do I stop this behavior?” a more helpful question is: 

“Why is my dog behaving this way?” And then “What do I want them to do instead?” 

Every effective plan begins with understanding the underlying reason for the behavior. Without 
that understanding, even well-meaning efforts can unintentionally make things harder for both 
you and your dog. 

Key Takeaway: Separation anxiety is not a single problem with a single fix. 
Identifying what your dog is truly experiencing is the first—and most 
compassionate—step toward helping them feel safe. 

 

Chapter 2: Different Types of Alone-Time Struggles 
Not all dogs who struggle when left alone are experiencing the same emotional challenge. While 
the behaviors may look similar—barking, pacing, destruction, elimination—the reason behind 
them can be very different. 
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Understanding which type of alone-time struggle your dog is dealing with helps you respond 
with empathy and choose strategies that actually reduce stress. 

Separation Anxiety  

This form of separation anxiety is what most people think of when they hear the term, but it is 
actually less common than other forms. 

Dogs with true separation anxiety or hyper-attachment are deeply distressed when separated 
from one specific individual. They may cope reasonably well when that person is present, 
often follow this person around, and struggle intensely when that person leaves—even if other 
people are still present. 

These dogs are not “clingy” by choice. Their nervous systems have learned that safety exists 
only when their person is nearby. When that person disappears, panic can take over. 

From a practical standpoint, this type of separation anxiety can be more challenging to manage 
because: 

●​ Simply having another person present may not help therefore management options are 

more limited 

●​ The dog’s distress is very specific and intense 

●​ Small, unavoidable separations (running an errand, paying for gas, stepping into another 

room) can feel overwhelming 

While this presentation is more complex, it is still workable with the right professional support. 

 

Isolation Distress 

Isolation distress is far more common than true separation anxiety. 

Dogs with isolation distress are generally comfortable as long as someone is present. They 
may have a preferred person, but they are not exclusively dependent on that individual. Their 
distress emerges when they are left completely alone. 

These dogs may: 

●​ Relax when a family member, friend, or sitter is present 

●​ Do well with management strategies like dog sitters or daycare 

●​ Struggle primarily with the absence of all humans, not one specific person 
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From a management perspective, isolation distress can be less challenging because temporary 
solutions are often available while behavior modification is underway. 

That said, isolation distress is still emotionally real and deserving of compassionate treatment. 

 

Frustration and Barrier Sensitivity 

Not every dog who vocalizes or acts out during separation is experiencing anxiety in the clinical 
sense. 

Some dogs are struggling with frustration, particularly when barriers are involved. 

This may look like: 

●​ Distress when separated by doors, baby gates, or crates 

●​ Intense reactions when they can hear or see activity they cannot access 

●​ A fear of being left out (sometimes referred to as “FOMO”) 

In these cases, the dog’s emotional experience may be closer to frustration than panic—but that 
frustration can still escalate quickly if misunderstood or mishandled. 

Barrier sensitivity can also coexist with separation anxiety or isolation distress, which is why 
careful observation matters. 

 

Context Matters More Than You Think 

One of the most confusing aspects of separation-related struggles is that they are often 
context-specific. 

For example, a dog may: 

●​ Panic when left alone at home but relax in the car 

●​ Struggle during weekday departures but not on weekends 

●​ React differently depending on shoes, bags, or routines 

Dogs are excellent observers. They learn patterns quickly, and those patterns shape the 
information that leads to their emotional responses. 
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Recognizing these contextual cues helps us design plans that address the actual triggers—not 
just the visible behavior. 

 

A Gentle Reminder 

Many dogs experience a combination of these challenges rather than fitting neatly into one 
category. 

This is normal. 

Your job is not to diagnose your dog perfectly—it is to stay curious, compassionate, and open to 
professional guidance. 

Key Takeaway: Behaviors may look the same on the outside, but the emotional 
experience underneath matters. Understanding how your dog is struggling allows 
you to help them more effectively. 

 

Chapter 3: Every Dog Is a Study of One 
When you are living with a dog who struggles with separation anxiety or alone-time distress, it 
can be tempting to search for the answer—the one method, protocol, or timeline that worked for 
someone else. 

Unfortunately (and sometimes frustratingly), behavior doesn’t work that way. 

Every dog is a study of one. 

This idea sits at the heart of humane, effective behavior change, and it is especially important 
when working with separation anxiety. 

 

Why There Is No Cookie-Cutter Plan 

Two dogs can live in identical homes, follow the same routine, and still respond very differently 
to being left alone. 

Why? 

Because behavior is shaped by many factors, including: 
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●​ Genetics and temperament 

●​ Early experiences and learning history 

●​ Environment and household setup 

●​ Previous reinforcement (intentional or accidental) 

●​ Current emotional and physical health 

This is why advice like “Just do this for five minutes a day” or “This worked for my dog” can feel 
so discouraging when it doesn’t help in your situation. 

It’s not that you’re doing something wrong. 

It’s that your dog is not that dog. 

Effective plans must be individualized, flexible, and responsive to what your dog is 
communicating in real time. 

 

The Problem with Labels 

When dogs struggle, humans often reach for labels to make sense of what’s happening. 

You may have heard—or even thought—things like: 

●​ “My dog is stubborn.” 

●​ “She’s spoiled.” 

●​ “He knows better.” 

●​ “She’s just being dramatic.” 

These labels are understandable, especially when you’re tired and worried—but they are not 
helpful. 

Labels: 

●​ Do not explain why a behavior is happening 

●​ Can create frustration and blame 

●​ Often shut down curiosity and compassion 

Once a dog is labeled, it becomes easier to stop listening to what they are actually telling us. 

positiveanimalwellness.com   |  Terrie Hayward 

9 



Instead of labels, we want information based on observable behavior and appropriate body 
language interpretation. 

 

Behavior Is Communication 

Dogs do not behave randomly. 

Every behavior—especially those associated with separation anxiety—is a form of 
communication. 

Panting, pacing, vocalizing, destruction, shadowing you from room to room—these are not acts 
of defiance or manipulation. They are signs that a dog is struggling to cope. 

When we shift from asking,​
 “How do I stop this?”​
 to​
 “What is my dog telling me?” 

our entire approach changes. 

 

Learning to Observe, and Correctly Interpret 

One of the most valuable skills you can develop as a dog guardian is learning to observe 
without jumping to conclusions. 

For example: 

●​ “My dog is being stubborn” becomes “My dog froze and didn’t move when I picked 
up my keys.”​
 

●​ “She’s acting out” becomes “She began pacing, whining, and scanning the room.”​
 

●​ “He knows better” becomes “He lowered his body, tucked his tail, and stopped 
taking treats.”​
 

This shift matters because: 

●​ Observable behavior gives us clear, usable information 
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●​ Incorrect interpretation may be influenced by stress, frustration, or an underlying medical 

issue 

●​ Appropriate behavioral interpretation can lead to interventions that work 

Your dog’s body language is data. When we learn to read it, we can make better decisions 
about what to do next. 

 

Body Language: Your Dog’s Feedback System 

Dogs communicate primarily through their bodies, and separation anxiety often shows up there 
before it escalates into more obvious behavior. 

Early signs of stress may include: 

●​ Lip licking or yawning when the dog hasn’t just eaten and is not tired​
 

●​ Freezing or slowing movement​
 

●​ Turning away or avoiding eye contact​
 

●​ Changes in breathing or posture​
 

●​ Hyper-vigilance or sudden stillness​
 

Recognizing these subtle cues allows you to: 

●​ Adjust your plan before anxiety escalates​
 

●​ Move at a pace your dog can handle​
 

●​ Build trust by responding thoughtfully, using positive reinforcement strategies, and 
choosing options that set everyone up for success​
 

This is also why working with a qualified professional—especially early on—can be so 
beneficial. They can help you learn what to look for and how to respond to get things moving in 
the right direction sooner rather than later. This matters as the longer an animal rehearses an 
unwanted behavior, the more challenging it may be to change. 
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Progress Is Not Linear 

If behavior change moved neatly from Point A to Point B, this process would be easy. 

In reality, progress often looks like: 

●​ Small steps forward​
 

●​ Plateaus​
 

●​ Occasional setbacks​
 

●​ Then forward movement again​
 

This does not mean the plan is failing. 

It means your dog is learning. 

Your role is not to push through discomfort, but to notice when your dog needs: 

●​ Smaller steps​
 

●​ More time​
 

●​ Or a brief pause before continuing 

 

Compassion Changes Everything 

When we stop trying to force dogs into one-size-fits-all solutions and start responding to the 
individual in front of us, we create the conditions for real change. 

You don’t need to label your dog. 

You don’t need to compare your progress to others. 

You just need to keep showing up with kindness, patience, and consistency. 

Key Takeaway: Your dog is not broken, stubborn, or failing. They are 
communicating. When we listen to the individual dog in front of us, we can help 
them feel safer—one small step at a time. 
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Chapter 4: What Separation Anxiety Is Not 
When you are living with a dog who struggles when left alone, it is very easy to assume that 
something you did—or didn’t do—caused the problem. 

This chapter exists to gently but clearly say: this is not your fault. 

Understanding what separation anxiety is not can lift a tremendous amount of guilt and help you 
focus your energy where it truly matters. 

 

Not Boredom 

One of the most common misunderstandings is that dogs who struggle when alone are simply 
bored. 

While boredom can lead to unwanted behaviors, boredom and separation anxiety are not the 
same thing. 

A bored dog may: 

●​ Look for entertainment 
●​ Explore the environment 
●​ Engage with toys or food 

A dog with separation anxiety is often too distressed to self-soothe, even when enrichment is 
available. 

If your dog ignores food, won’t settle, or escalates despite plenty of exercise and enrichment, 
boredom is unlikely to be the root cause. 

 

Not a Lack of Love or Attention 

You cannot “love a dog too much” into separation anxiety. 

Caring for your dog, meeting their needs, and building a close bond does not cause anxiety. In 
fact, secure attachment is healthy. 
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Separation anxiety is not the result of affection—it is the result of how a dog’s nervous system 
responds to being alone. This may have to do with a combination of contributing factors 
including the possibility of a genetic component, lack of proper socialization, the dog being a 
singleton pup, trauma, developmental age travel in cargo, and others. 

 

Not Letting Your Dog Sleep in Your Bed 

This is a persistent myth. 

Allowing your dog to sleep in your bed does not cause separation anxiety. 

There is no evidence to support the idea that physical closeness at night creates panic during 
the day. If you and your dog sleep well together, this choice is not harming your dog. 

 

Not How You Greet or Leave Your Dog 

Another common belief is that: 

●​ Greeting your dog enthusiastically 
●​ Or ignoring your dog completely 

somehow causes separation anxiety. 

Neither causes the condition. 

While certain greeting or departure routines may be adjusted during protocols to reduce 
emotional spikes or to avoid inadvertently reinforcing situations we want to eliminate, they do 
not uniquely create separation anxiety in the first place. 

 

Not Being “Spoiled” 

Dogs do not become anxious because they are “spoiled.” 

Providing comfort, safety, and care does not create fear. Anxiety is not a moral failing or a 
behavior problem—it is an emotional state. 

If anything, anxious dogs need more understanding, not less. 
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Not a Lack of Training 

Separation anxiety is not caused by poor training. 

Training may influence communication and daily structure, but anxiety is not something a dog 
chooses or learns through “disobedience.” 

A well-trained dog can still panic when left alone. 

 

Not Something You “Caused” 

There is no single, definitive cause of separation anxiety. 

Current understanding suggests a combination of: 

●​ Genetics 
●​ Early experiences 
●​ Environmental factors 
●​ Life changes or stressors 

For some dogs, the anxiety may have always been present beneath the surface. For others, it 
may emerge after a disruption,  transition, or trauma. 

Either way, you did not cause this by doing something wrong. 

 

What Matters Most 

When guilt is removed, clarity becomes possible. 

Instead of asking:​
“What did I do wrong?” 

We can ask:​
“What does my dog need to feel safer?” 

That shift allows real progress to begin. 

Key Takeaway: Separation anxiety is not caused by love, kindness, routine 
choices, or mistakes. It is an emotional challenge—not a failure on your part or your 
dog’s. 
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Chapter 5: Fixes That Don’t Work (and Why) 
When a dog struggles with separation anxiety, people often receive a lot of advice—much of it 
well-intentioned, much of it unhelpful. 

This chapter is not about blame. It is about understanding why certain common suggestions fail, 
and why some approaches can actually make anxiety worse. 

Separation anxiety is not a behavior problem to suppress. It is an emotional experience that 
needs to be changed from the inside out. 

 

Ignoring the Behavior 

One of the most common pieces of behavioral advice is to “just ignore it.” 

Ignoring can sometimes be useful for attention-seeking behaviors, but only as a companion to 
then reinforce the opposite calm behaviors. Ignoring on its own as a single intervention does not 
help a dog who is anxious–in fact it may prompt an extinction burst or an increase in anxiety. 

For a dog experiencing separation anxiety, ignoring often: 

●​ Increases frustration 
●​ Leads to escalation (more vocalizing, pacing, or destruction) 
●​ Leaves the dog without guidance or relief 

This escalation is sometimes called an extinction burst—when a behavior intensifies because 
the dog is confused about why previous responses no longer work. 

Ignoring anxiety does not teach calm. It teaches uncertainty and frustration. 

 

One-Size-Fits-All Plans 

Advice that follows a rigid formula—“first do this, then do that”—rarely works for separation 
anxiety. 

Why? Because dogs do not experience anxiety in identical ways. 

Plans that ignore: 
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●​ Individual triggers 
●​ Context 
●​ Body language feedback 
●​ Emotional thresholds 
●​ Biological and medical needs 

often move too quickly, overwhelm the dog, and miss important components to the process. 

Progress must be shaped by what your dog can handle, not by a preset schedule. 

 

Medication Alone 

Medication can be incredibly helpful for some dogs—but medication by itself is often not 
enough. 

Anxiety medication does not teach a dog how to feel safe when alone. What it can do is: 

●​ Lower overall anxiety levels 

●​ Improve learning ability 

●​ Create space for behavior modification to work 

The most effective approach is typically medication plus behavior modification, guided by a 
veterinarian and a qualified professional trainer or behavior consultant. 

The goal is not sedation or personality change—it is improved quality of life. Veterinarian 
prescribed medications can aid in gaining traction on individualized behavior protocols. 

 

Sounds, Scents, and “Comfort Items” Alone 

Suggestions like: 

●​ Leaving music or TV on 

●​ Providing a worn piece of clothing 

may offer mild comfort for some dogs, but they do not resolve separation anxiety on their own. 

In some cases, using these only during departures can even become a cue that predicts being 
left alone, thus may increase anxiety rather than reducing it. 

These tools can be supportive—but they are not a solution by themselves. 
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Commands and Micromanagement 

Telling a dog to “stay,” blocking them from following you, or trying to control their movement 
during departures often backfires. 

Dogs with separation anxiety are not choosing to follow you to be disobedient—they are seeking 
safety. 

Preventing access without addressing the underlying fear can: 

●​ Increase stress 

●​ Reduce trust 

●​ Intensify anxiety responses 

We want the dog to choose to relax by themselves—not to comply because they were told to. 
The goal is to ultimately make relaxation the preferred chosen option for the dog. 

 

Crates and Confinement 

Crates, rooms, baby gates, or other forms of confinement are often suggested to prevent 
destruction or accidents. 

However, many dogs with separation anxiety also have confinement sensitivity. 

For these dogs, confinement can: 

●​ Stack additional stress on top of being alone 

●​ Increase panic responses 

●​ Worsen the very behaviors it is meant to stop 

Confinement may manage symptoms, but it does not address the cause—and in many cases, it 
makes things worse. Dogs who suffer when alone and when confined, if combined now have a 
trigger stacking scenario where the anxiety has reached peak levels. So, instead of reducing 
stress, confinement strategies may just look at “stopping” the symptoms vs. addressing the 
underlying stress causing the behaviors.  

 

Large Time Jumps (“Just Leave for 5 Minutes”) 
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One of the most harmful suggestions is to leave for longer periods in hopes that the dog will “get 
used to it.” 

This approach often leads to flooding—exposing the dog to more stress than they can handle 
without the opportunity for escape. 

Flooding does not build tolerance. It builds fear. 

Effective desensitization usually begins with: 

●​ Very, very small steps 

●​ Often seconds, not minutes 

●​ Progressing only when the dog remains comfortable as determined via appropriate 

observable body language interpretation 

 

Saying “No” 

Telling a dog “no” during moments of anxiety does not provide useful information. 

“ No” does not explain: 

●​ What behavior is expected 

●​ How the dog should feel 

●​ How to cope differently 

Because anxiety is not a choice, verbal correction often increases stress rather than reducing it. 
“No” in general is nebulous communication which doesn’t help the dog to understand what to do 
instead. No not here, no not now? Too, many times “no” is delivered punitively in an attempt to 
stop or decrease behavior–which runs the risk of dangerous side effects including: apathy, 
aggression, escape/avoidance, and generalized fear. 

 

Food as a Fix 

Food can be a powerful tool when used carefully—but it is not a standalone solution for 
separation anxiety. 

Many anxious dogs will: 

●​ Refuse food when stressed 
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●​ Eat quickly and then return to panic  

Food may distract, but distraction is not the same as emotional change. Working adjacent to a 
separation anxiety protocol using positive reinforcement to teach your dog confidence building 
behaviors is a good recommendation. This is a scenario whereby food is used as a reinforcer 
and is a useful option for including food. 

 

Getting Another Dog 

Another common suggestion is to add a second dog. 

Unfortunately, this often: 

●​ Does not reduce anxiety 

●​ Transfers anxious behavior (potentially) to the new dog 

●​ Adds complexity and stress 

Another dog is not a treatment plan. We never want to add another dog to try to “fix” an issue 
you are having with the first dog. A second dog doubles your training time, expenses, and 
required energy. 

 

Excessive Exercise 

Exercise is important—but exhaustion is not the goal. 

A tired dog is not necessarily a relaxed dog. While exercise is a key component of a good 
animal care plan, exhaustion does not equal relaxation.  

Over-exercise can mask symptoms without addressing anxiety and may even increase stress 
for some dogs. 

What anxious dogs need is emotional safety, not depletion due to overexercise. 

 

A Gentle Reframe 

Your dog is not giving you a hard time. 

They are having a hard time. 
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When we stop trying to force calm and start helping dogs feel safe, real progress becomes 
possible. 

Key Takeaway: Many common fixes fail because they focus on stopping behavior 
rather than changing emotion. Separation anxiety improves when we work with the 
dog’s nervous system—not against it. 

 

 

Chapter 6: What Actually Helps 
After hearing what doesn’t work, it is natural to ask,​
“So what actually helps my dog feel better?” 

The answer is not a single technique or shortcut. Helping a dog with separation anxiety is a 
process—one built on patience, clarity, consistency, and compassion. 

The good news is that improvement is possible. 

 

Patience and Consistency 

This may sound simple, but it is the foundation of everything else. 

There are no fast fixes for separation anxiety. There is no reliable way to predict how long the 
process will take. Progress depends on the individual dog, their history, and their emotional 
thresholds. 

What matters most is: 

●​ Moving at a pace your dog can handle 

●​ Practicing consistently 

●​ Avoiding large jumps that overwhelm the dog’s nervous system 

Patience is not passive—it is active support for learning. 

 

Professional Support Matters 
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Separation anxiety is complex, and you do not have to navigate it alone. 

The most effective support often includes: 

●​ A veterinarian to rule out medical contributors 

●​ A veterinary behaviorist when appropriate to aid with a deep understanding of 

behavior and behavioral medication options 

●​ A qualified trainer or behavior consultant who specializes in separation anxiety and 

uses positive reinforcement 

Working with professionals can save time, reduce setbacks, and help you avoid approaches that 
unintentionally increase anxiety. 

 

Medication Plus Behavior Modification 

For many dogs, medication can be an important part of the process. 

Medication does not “fix” separation anxiety on its own, but it can: 

●​ Lower overall anxiety levels 

●​ Improve learning ability 

●​ Make behavior modification possible 

When used thoughtfully and in collaboration with a veterinarian, medication helps create the 
conditions needed for emotional change. 

The goal is not sedation or personality change. The goal is to improve the quality of life. 

 

Desensitization Done Gently 

One of the most effective tools for separation anxiety is desensitization. 

Desensitization means: 

●​ Exposing the dog to triggers gradually 

●​ Staying below the point where anxiety appears 

●​ Allowing the dog to remain relaxed while learning 
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This process often starts much smaller than people expect—sometimes with: 

●​ Standing up 

●​ Touching triggers (like keys, shoes, bags) 

●​ Moving toward a door 

Progress happens in tiny increments, guided by the dog’s body language. 

 

Learning to Read Your Dog’s Feedback 

Your dog’s body language tells you whether the plan is working. 

Signs that you are moving too quickly may include: 

●​ Freezing or tension 

●​ Panting or pacing 

●​ Avoidance or hyper-vigilance 

When these appear, the plan needs to slow down—not push through. 

Listening to feedback builds trust and prevents setbacks. Making the process easier will set 
everyone up for progress and success. 

 

Small Steps Add Up 

Early progress can feel painfully slow. 

You may start with: 

●​ Seconds of comfort 

●​ Very small movements 

●​ Repeating the same step many times 

Over time, these small steps begin to stack—much like compound interest. Seconds become 
minutes, and minutes eventually become longer periods of comfort. 

The beginning is often the hardest part as it feels monotonous and sluggish. But slow is the key 
to success. 
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Setting Your Dog Up for Success 

Training sessions are most effective when: 

●​ Your dog’s basic needs have been met 
●​ The environment is calm 
●​ You are not rushed or stressed 

Choosing the right moment matters. Practicing during high-stress times often leads to frustration 
for everyone involved. Alongside this, consistency is key.  

 

Confidence-Building Outside of Alone Time 

While separation anxiety work is specific, confidence in general can help. 

Positive reinforcement training that: 

●​ Encourages choice 

●​ Builds predictability 

●​ Strengthens communication 

can support emotional resilience overall. 

These activities are not a replacement for separation anxiety work—but they can be helpful 
alongside it. Adjacent work teaching a dog to target, station, recall, and settle–by choice and 
with reinforcement can build your bond and create trust.  

 

Tracking Progress and Adjusting Expectations 

Progress is rarely linear. 

There may be: 

●​ Plateaus 

●​ Regressions 

●​ Periods of reassessment 
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This does not mean failure. 

Tracking what happens during practice sessions helps you see patterns and make informed 
decisions about when to move forward or slow down. Data helps us determine what criteria to 
adjust. Changing one criteria at a time is key to avoiding overwhelming the dog. This is where a 
professional can aid in building your skills as you work on navigating a separation anxiety 
protocol. 

 

A Realistic, Hopeful Outlook 

Helping a dog with separation anxiety takes time—but many dogs do learn to feel safe when 
alone. 

With the right support, realistic expectations, and a compassionate approach, meaningful 
improvement is possible. 

Key Takeaway: What helps most is not forcing independence, but building 
emotional safety through patience, professional guidance, and carefully paced 
learning. 

 

Chapter 7: Recovery, Setbacks, and Long-Term Success 
When you are living with a dog who struggles with separation anxiety, it can be hard to imagine 
a future where things feel easier. 

This chapter is about what recovery actually looks like—not a perfect dog, not a guarantee that 
nothing will ever go wrong, but a realistic, sustainable path forward. 

 

Yes, Recovery Is Possible 

It is absolutely possible for dogs who experience separation anxiety to reach a point where they 
feel calm and comfortable when left alone. 

Recovery does not mean your dog becomes indifferent to you or suddenly enjoys being alone. It 
means your dog can remain emotionally regulated during absences. 

Many dogs go on to live full, relaxed lives once they have learned that being alone is safe. This 
translates to more freedom and less stress for the pet guardians as well. 
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Redefining “Success” 

Success with separation anxiety is not perfection. 

Success looks like: 

●​ Your dog remaining calm during absences even with distractions 

●​ Minimal or no distress behaviors 

●​ The ability to cope with routine departures 

For some dogs, success may include ongoing management strategies, such as sitters or flexible 
schedules. That does not mean the plan failed—it means it worked in a way that supports 
everyone’s well-being. 

 

Understanding Setbacks 

Setbacks are not a sign that everything has fallen apart. 

They are a normal part of behavior change. 

Setbacks may happen after: 

●​ A move or change in environment 

●​ Schedule disruptions 

●​ Illness or injury 

●​ Periods of stress 

When setbacks occur, it often means the dog needs: 

●​ Smaller steps again 

●​ A slower pace 

●​ Temporary adjustments 

Returning to earlier, successful steps is not starting over—it is supporting learning. 

 

There Is No Universal Timeline 
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One of the hardest questions to answer is:​
“How long will this take?” 

There is no average timeline. 

Progress depends on many factors, including: 

●​ How long the anxiety has been present 

●​ Consistency of practice 

●​ The dog’s individual temperament 

●​ Co-existing challenges such as sound sensitivity, human or animal directed aggression,  

or confinement issues 

Comparing your dog’s progress to others is rarely helpful. Stress also takes on various outward 
forms so what might look like “less” or “more” could just be a different way that the dog is 
expressing the underlying overwhelm. 

What matters is forward movement over time. 

 

Long-Term Management Is Not Failure 

Some dogs may always benefit from thoughtful management choices, such as: 

●​ Gradual schedule changes 

●​ Occasional sitters or support 

●​ Continued awareness of stress signals (*all dogs will benefit from the guardian’s skill set 

including this type of realization) 

This is not giving up. It is responding responsibly to your dog’s needs. 

Management and training are not opposites—they often work together. In fact management is a 
first step when starting training in order to avoid continued rehearsals of the unwanted version 
while working to build new behaviors.  

 

Your Role in Long-Term Success 

Your calm presence matters. 

positiveanimalwellness.com   |  Terrie Hayward 

27 



Dogs learn emotional safety through: 

●​ Predictability 

●​ Clear communication 

●​ Consistent, compassionate responses 

You do not need to be perfect. You only need to remain observant, flexible, and kind—to your 
dog and to yourself. 

 

A Final Word of Encouragement 

Living with a dog who struggles with separation anxiety can be exhausting and isolating. It can 
change how you plan your days and how you think about leaving the house. 

But you are not failing your dog. 

With the right support, realistic expectations, patience, and consistency many dogs do learn to 
feel safe when alone. 

Progress may be gradual—but it is meaningful. 

Final Takeaway: Recovery is not about eliminating every challenge. It is about 
building resilience, safety, and trust—one thoughtful step at a time. 
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