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Module 6 – Helping dogs feel safe WITH us but in THEIR 

ways 
 

Dogs have been living alongside humans for a minimum of 14,000 years, and throughout, 

evolution has brought us closer together than any other two species. Dogs wouldn’t exist without 

us, and we wouldn’t be who and what we are either, if it weren’t for this fateful coexistence. 

Sadly, despite our history together, despite the dog’s unprecedented abilities to adapt, despite 

the many training techniques, protocols and tools that flood the market, we see a staggering 

number of dogs exhibiting behavioral and mental issues that are not unlike our own; from 

reactivity and “aggression” to phobias, anxieties and compulsive behaviors. Why is that? Have 

you ever wondered? And what can we possibly do to make it better for all of us?  

 

Affective Dog Behavior applied 
 

In this Module, we will give you some ideas on how to apply the wisdom of Affective and 

Social Neurosciences, and how you can integrate this newer way of thinking in your coaching of 

your clients, whether they walk on two or four legs. Wouldn’t it be nice, if dogs could view the 

world around them as a little less scary, knowing that they can rely on their trusted source for 

emotional support, because their trusted source helps them cope with whatever life throws at 

them? L.A.M.B. – Look at Me Buddy. Let’s explore this and get better step by step, starting with 

what dogs need: 

 

Helping meet their needs 

 

Behind everything we do are emotional wants and needs. 

 

Bringing a dog into our lives comes with many responsibilities. We all know that dogs, at a 

minimum, need a place to sleep, clean water and food. But are dogs really so humble in their 

needs that they can live on the bare minimum? Survive and exist, yes ... but the quality of life 

becomes questionable when we see a dog chained or otherwise confined into loneliness. Dogs, 

like ourselves, are highly social animals, and as such, they have emotional, social and cognitive 

needs that should be met if we want to assure mental health.  

 

To do so, we have to be able to identify the needs first. Sounds easy? Well, needs can 

fluctuate from moment to moment, and while we all have been trained to notice the more 

prominent behaviors that indicate a general need, more often than not, even as canine 

professionals we miss the little things, for example:  
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➢ the physical signs that indicate a dog needs water 

➢ how and where does someone pet/cuddle their dog? 

➢ did the dog just move to your (client’s) other side? 

➢ did you acknowledge the dog’s off-leash check-in (connection seeking) 200 feet away? 

➢ did you notice and acknowledge when the dog’s ear twitched in your direction 

(connection seeking)? 

➢ when is the dog ready to walk away from a trigger? 

➢ is it a good time to cuddle or engage in play? 

➢ what kind of play is appropriate in that moment? 

 

Needs depend greatly on an individual dog’s past experiences, their perceptions of the 

environment and their emotional state in that very moment. And by looking at needs not as 

something set in stone but rather something situational it will be easier for us to 

 

➢ prevent new and/or ease existing behavioral issues 

➢ encourage and support dogs to cope with stressors in THEIR ways 

➢ help dogs feel safe in the moment 

 

Remember the story of Timmy and Buster, particularly where it said: “... Finally, you offer ice 

tea for the two and water for the pup, because by now, you can tell that your visitor is ready for 

a break. But young Timmy and Buster are not even close to settling down just yet; both are still 

too wound up. Time for you to intervene, though, and time for Timmy and Buster to rest. After a 

couple of minutes, Timmy happily gulps down his refreshing tea while Buster dives into the water 

bowl.” This is a prime example of a parent who recognizes a child’s and a dog’s basic needs, in 

this case the need to drink, while Timmy’s and Buster’s PLAY emotional systems were too aroused 

to cater to their own thirst without special encouragement. But aside from meeting the basic 

need of drink, in this hypothetical story the parent also helped meet another need: the parent 

contributed to all parties feeling safe and cared for! This foresight helps shape the child’s and 

dog’s brain in ways that will allow them to look at their parent and rely on their parent for 

guidance and safety in the future. 

 

Will you be allowed to make mistakes? Of course! We can’t always get it right a hundred 

percent. And that’s alright. Affective Dog Behavior is about building relationships, including the 

relationship with ourselves. 
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Evolution had a plan 

 

“What came first always rules” -Jaak Panksepp 

 

Helping dogs meet their needs is incredibly important. And since all needs and their 

subsequent behaviors are driven in one way or another by one or more of the primary emotional 

systems, understanding the systems is equally important, which is why we discuss them over and 

over again. This time, though, with a little twist by adding the flow of evolution. What’s evolution 

got to do with anything?  

 

Because animals have to move and look for beneficial resources, evolution gave the brain a 

SEEKING System that would also allow the brain to gather up information and categorize it as 

good or not so good. But the world is full of competition, and so, the brain was given a specific 

circuit that would help the animal fight for resources or survival; in Affective Neuroscience this 

circuit is known as the RAGE System. And because RAGE can have really devastating 

consequences, it was time that evolution allowed animals to develop a FEAR System, which 

would raise caution and therefore the chances of survival. But evolution wasn’t done yet. Making 

animals connect through social emotions was another brilliant step which would assure that life 

wouldn’t only be carried into future generations, but help it thrive through  a network of minds 

where one mind could affect another. And thus animals developed LUST to promote 

reproduction. And, of course, the typical mammalian offspring needs lots of maternal CARE,  that 

helps the little ones flourish. But parents also have to go out in the world to look for food, water 

or other resources, sometimes leaving the young unattended and leaving themselves unaware 

of when CARE is needed; and so, evolution has equipped the brain with a PANIC/GRIEF System 

to arouse separation distress. This circuit, when aroused, elicits what is known as the separation 

call, in cases when the young need maternal attention. And last but not least, because by now 

mammals are intrinsically social but aren’t born with social skills, evolution has gifted the brain 

with the most joyous of all emotional systems: PLAY. No other emotional system, and no other 

learning experience teaches more social skills (amongst many other skills) than PLAY.  

 

And how does this help us help our dogs feel safe? If what Jaak Panksepp said is true in that 

“What came first always rules”, then for the animal in question, with RAGE and FEAR being 

amongst the oldest emotional systems, RAGE and FEAR will rule ... unless we can help the dog 

cope with the world in a way that helps them feel safe. And since, with evolution in mind, it’s 

almost possible to map behaviors in the brain, this has become easier than ever before. Now, 

look at the following graph. Try to memorize the flow for the next time you engage with a dog. 

 



7 
 

Affective Dog Behavior  
Level 1 ADB Certification Course   © 2021 -  K9 Life Coaching, LLC 

 

(Note: LUST is excluded as we are not focusing on canine reproduction) 

 

Can you see how one thing can lead to another? Yes, all emotional systems are distinct, and yes, 

two or more will be aroused simultaneously; yet there is a flow ... a very basic order of some sort 

that typically helps one circuit to be more dominant than the others. And our engagements can 

greatly affect this order ... either in a way that disrupts it (in which case we would become a 

trigger), or in a way that helps the dog cope with the world around them in THEIR ways. Which 

one it is depends on YOU, and which one it is for your human/dog clients depends on how you 

coach them using ADB. 

With Affective Dog Behavior, we have learned to refer to this evolutionary flow as the trickle-

down effect of emotions. 
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Genetics 

 

Is the breed to blame? 

 

Though we are aware of the various newly emerging studies that pinpoint genetic 

predispositions for specific behavioral traits, including “problem behaviors”, suggesting a change 

in breeding practices, and possibly greater pharmaceutical interventions, the focus in Affective 

Dog Behavior is on providing social and emotional support to help a dog feel safe in THEIR ways 

regardless of genetics. See, whatever a dog’s background, genetic footprint or current lifestyle, 

they all have basically the same needs:  

 

- as social animals, they need connection  

- living the human lifestyle, they need to feel safe with their trusted source but in THEIR 

ways 

- and being sentient beings, they need to be able to express their emotions without 

repercussions, since self-expression is the only way for them to communicate their needs 

 

Genetic predisposition doesn’t mean the dog is broken, and it doesn’t mean the dog needs to be 

fixed. It means that some of their needs are a bit more prominent, more intense. Thus, we should 

always look at the individual dog in front of us, be aware of their basic needs but also identify 

their specific needs in that moment. For example (and this is only one of many), if a dog’s breed 

is genetically more prone to separation anxiety, their needs for CARE are only different from 

others’ in intensity. And so, “helping them feel safe in THEIR ways” means that you look at that 

dog as an individual with their own specific needs that arise in that moment, regardless of breed.  

 

 

Bonding 

 

For the ultimate bond, you need to give the ultimate YOU 

 

This is an issue many of us struggle with. Opinions of the best bonding practices or exercises 

are plentiful, but rarely are we offered an explanation of how bonding works in the brain. Bonding 

can mean something different to everybody, and sometimes you may hear people refer to it as 

connection or relationship. In short, defining the human-dog bond is not easy.  

 

Have you ever been in the presence of an elderly couple that looks like they have been 

married forever and have run out of things to talk about? They may share a restaurant meal, just 

staring into space without exchanging a single word throughout the meal. Younger folks may feel 



9 
 

Affective Dog Behavior  
Level 1 ADB Certification Course   © 2021 -  K9 Life Coaching, LLC 

 

sorry for their silence, but why? Few of us are lucky enough to experience that kind of bond ... 

you know the kind of bond when you know what the other is thinking and feeling? The kind of 

bond that has you complete each other’s sentences when you do speak? The kind of bond that 

enables you to enjoy silence together? Such can be the magic between two people.  

 

But that kind of relationship doesn’t happen through training. We don’t train each other. 

Dogs don’t train one another. Thus, if a client tells you that they have a hard time bonding with 

their dog, several things should come to mind: 

 

➢ do they cuddle with their dog? 

➢ do they ever get down on their dog’s level and play like there is no tomorrow (the 

roughhousing or chase kind of play)? 

➢ do they ever just chill with their dog without doing anything? 

➢ do they join their dog in activities the dog initiates and enjoys (i.e. look at stinky things 

they want to sniff, dig a hole with them, play with a stick they picked up, etc.)? 

➢ do they allow their dog to choose what they want to do or where they want to go on a 

walk? 

➢ does their dog get to cope with stressors in THEIR way while the human takes the position 

of a passive but emotionally supportive wingman? 

➢ do they know how to recognize the dog’s needs and help meet those needs? 

 

Bonding with a dog can happen in many different ways, and involve many different activities, but 

it never happens unless we tap into our own positive emotional systems when we engage with 

our dogs. These systems are either CARE or PLAY. 

 

What happens in the brain during bonding is nothing short of extraordinary in that feel-good 

chemicals are released that promote and deepen the bond between human and dog. And not 

only is this CARE-cocktail of neuro-chemicals released in the dog’s brain, but also in our own. 

Sadly, the lack of true bonding leads to emotional disconnect and possibly mental and behavioral 

issues (and not only in your dog but also in your own attitude towards your dog). And that makes 

bonding an innate need, which, when it is met appropriately, helps the dog feel more confident 

and safer with you and vice versa. Bonding through CARE and PLAY, believe it or not, is a lot easier 

than you may think. 
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CARE – for connection  

 

If you want a “happier” dog, you have to work with the brain mechanisms that regulate 

“happiness” 

 

Do you remember the primary neuro-chemicals that drive CARE? The CARE-cocktail? They 

are Oxytocin and Opioids. Don’t forget! This is an important one for you to know. Generally, we 

shouldn’t concern ourselves too much with brain chemicals, since there are just too many to keep 

track of. But the ones we mention throughout this study book are important. See, oxytocin, for 

example, builds confidence, and it also allows us to bond with people we already like and people 

in our circles, while it can turn us prejudice against those we don’t have much in common with. 

 

Now, let’s see what that means when we interact with dogs. If we have a good 

relationship with a dog, oxytocin will work in our favor and tighten the bond even 

more every time we touch the dog in a positive way or we make friendly eye 

contact with the dog. On the other hand, if we don’t have much of a relationship 

yet, oxytocin can work against us; eye contact may be seen as confrontational and 

possibly lead to a bite to the face, while touch may leave the dog feeling 

indifferent, possibly even annoyed or worse.  

 

 

A word about oxytocin: We usually focus more on the human-dog relationship when we talk about 

oxytocin. But how does oxytocin affect dog-to-dog interactions? Same as in humans: if a dog looks at 

another as part of an inner circle, oxytocin helps them be friendly, and vice versa. This is something 

to keep in mind even in multi-dog households. For example, you are cuddling with dog A, and dog B 

wants to join. Oxytocin will give dog A enough confidence to either accept dog B as part of the inner 

circle or, in that particular moment, look meet dog B with a hostility that is typically reserved for an 

outsider. 

A word about bonding: The easiest, most rewarding and fun way to bond with a dog is through 

comfort touch and PLAY (provided the dog feels safe enough to do so), by showing interest 

in what interests the dog and by granting them space when they ask for it. The latter is 

especially important, since some dogs may not have experienced much kindness through 

human touch in the past. 
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And opioids? We probably know a lot more about the addictive synthetic variety than we do 

about the ones released in our brain. Apparently, the brain needs an endogenous (produced 

within the organism) version of opioids to help our whole body and mind function properly. 

Amongst many other things, opioids act as a “painkiller”, and they also help us feel good. From 

Affective Neuroscience we know that the PANIC/GRIEF System and an area in the brain that feels 

physical pain are located in close proximity. Thus, separation distress, loneliness and grief are 

easily described as devastating and painful experiences. Therefore, aside from relieving physical 

pain, opioids also help relieve emotional pain, which is ultimately responsible for the feel-good 

sensation. And so, it shouldn’t come as a surprise that it is the lack of opioids what urges us to be 

more social in the moment. And when the combination of opioids and oxytocin (CARE-cocktail) 

reach a satisfying level in the brain, we may then feel confident (oxytocin) and emotionally secure 

(opioids) enough to look for a bit more personal space.  

 

CARE is typically a maternal matter between parent and offspring, but there is no 

true maternal bond between us and our dogs. When a mother dog touches her 

pup, the release of the CARE-cocktail is pretty much instant. But when we touch a 

dog, especially one we do not have a relationship with yet, it may take a little while 

before the dog’s brain realizes that our touch is actually comforting. Once that 

happens, we can be almost certain that through our positive touch or friendly eye 

contact the feel-good chemicals oxytocin and endogenous opioids are flowing and 

starting to do their job of putting the dog in a positive emotional state and 

suppressing specific areas in the brain (the amygdalae) that arouse FEAR and 

RAGE. But how do we know when it is comforting? The dog may lean into our 

touch to get closer to it, or they may ask to be touched differently, or ask for more 

when we stop; oftentimes their face softens and their body kind of “melts”. When 

that happens, you know for sure the dog is in a positive emotional state and the 

CARE-cocktail is flowing freely and working its magic. Oftentimes, we already do 

this inside our homes, especially when our dog comes cozying up against us. This 

is super rewarding for both, dog and human, since the same neuro-chemicals that 

are released in the dog’s brain, are also released in ours, which really makes this 

the ultimate bonding experience. But what happens when we leave the house? 

We will get to that right after we give you some hints about PLAY. 
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PLAY ... the stress away! 

 

Nothing lights up the brain more than PLAY 

 

And now get this: Opioids are also released during Free PLAY; you know the kind of random 

play like rough-housing or chase that doesn’t seem to serve any particular purpose other than 

for the players to have a blast. The release of opioids means that during play the dog is also in a 

positive emotional state. Even though the PLAY emotional system is set aside for Free PLAY, dogs 

also engage in destress play, and in structured play, which involves a good bit of cognitive 

thinking. And while all of them can involve humans, and play is more fun when we engage with 

them, play can happen without us. 

 

➢ Structured play is ... well, structured, more organized and with cognitive intent, like 

playing fetch or playing catch. 

➢ When a dog is exposed to a trigger and stress hormones are released into the 

bloodstream, the dog’s system will utilize whatever coping strategy is available, 

oftentimes resulting in destress play. Destress play behaviors are very similar to those of 

Free PLAY, yet differ in that they happen shortly (sometimes immediately) after a stressful 

event. 

➢ And then there is Free PLAY. No other form of play serves a greater purpose than the 

random behaviors that seem to be lacking purpose. The behaviors of Free PLAY are as 

exhilarating, rewarding and joyful as they are uncontrollably wild. Zoomies, rolling, 

digging, running, tumbling, body slamming, bouncing, biting and yapping ... you name it, 

all is fair and everything goes. Free PLAY is entirely directed and controlled by the dog. 

And so, it teaches social skills, body language, reaction, decision making and bite 

inhibition; it increases cognitive function as well, and empowerment, confidence and 

resilience, and, at the end of the day, Free PLAY helps our dogs feel safer in their 

environment and creates wonderful associations to people, other dogs, places and 

A word about CARE: Though we focus a lot on comfort touch, it is not the only way to provide oxytocin 

and opioid releasing CARE. Imagine how it makes you feel deep inside when someone you love is 

thoughtful of you. When that special someone recognizes and meets your needs even before you 

voice them. When you come home from a late evening training session, sweaty and tired, and your 

special someone hands you a cold drink before you had a chance to get it yourself. Imagine that cozy 

warm feeling that spreads through your insides when someone cares about you that way. That’s the 

power of the CARE-cocktail. 
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situations, while it builds memories that create positive connections to places, people and 

other dogs.  

 

So, by all means, let your dog express themselves through their playstyle. And don’t be afraid 

to join in the fun. 

 

By the way, there is one more important thing to know about PLAY: Dogs prefer places where 

they have played in the past, and they prefer people and other dogs they have played with 

before. Kind of like kids ... take a child to the fair, and they will always associate the Fair Grounds 

with fun, music, even a special scent. Knowing this, you can chose to be proactive, for example, 

you can make the car a place of play before you take your dog for a ride; or you can take a trip to 

the vet and just hang out and play, before you have to bring them in for a procedure, etc. 

 

 

When we leave the house 

 

Be the same YOU, whether at home or somewhere else 

 

More often than not, the moment you and your dog cross the threshold to the great 

outdoors your dog changes, don’t they? It’s like all greatness and sweetness you share indoors 

dissipates into nothing, and your dog becomes part of a wild, hectic, frantic environment. 

Forgotten is your bond, and forgotten is all progress you have made within your four walls of 

safety and familiarity; in its place moved a ferocious readiness to pounce at the mere sight of 

whatever it is that catches your dog’s attention. Your dog changes and leaves you feeling lost, 

confused and helpless. Oh boy. Here you go again. Leash wrapped tightly around your wrist, you 

brace yourself for a pulling contest for the umpteenth time. Over time, you have tried everything 

... “No!”, treats, yanking, a choke collar, a prong collar, a harness, a gentle leader. Sometimes you 

get your dog’s attention, but always just for a split second.  

 

But what if your dog isn’t the only one that changes the moment he door opens ... maybe 

even before the door opens? Could it be you change, too? Are you the same person outside that 

you are inside? Do you engage in the same basic activities regardless of where you are at? Those 

moments of doing nothing when you sit on the couch with your pup by your side are priceless ... 

your hand gently, maybe even absentmindedly petting. The way you talk to your pup like a 

toddler indoors is engaging. The little games you play are fun. You are the center of your pup’s 

indoor universe. Now imagine what would happen, if you would take the same bonding 

experiences outside the home and become the one source of familiarity and safety in your dog’s 

world, no matter how strange the environment. Who says you can only make your dog “melt” 
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when you cuddle on the couch? Imagine what would happen if your dog is in such a melting, 

positive emotional state when they encounter a trigger. Comforting your dog through touch 

helps you maintain an emotional connection even during a stress event. Imagine what would 

happen if you would take the time to chill and engage in much the same ways, whether you are 

home or elsewhere. Starting already when you attach the leash, and when you step outside; 

staying closer to the house and not focusing so much on the walk itself but on your relationship. 

Connect. Build that trust and confidence. Do you think that could help your dog feel safer with 

you? 

 

 

“It’s all in the head” 

 

Behind everything we do is a need or a want 

 

It’s hard to fight an enemy we don’t know. Good thing we are not looking for a fight here, 

and the emotional mind isn’t an enemy, as it is designed to help us survive and thrive, even 

through the more negative emotions. However, to help our dogs feel truly safe we also need to 

consider how our own behaviors and mindsets affect theirs. Remember when we discussed social 

networking  between two or more minds? How someone else feels about you or acts around or 

towards you has a big effect on what transpires inside your own brain and on the neurochemicals 

that are responsible for how you feel and respond. The good thing is that every time we help our 

dogs feel safe WITH us in THEIR ways, the same neurochemicals that affect our dogs affect us as 

well; meaning that as their confidence increases, so does ours; as they become more social, so 

do we; as their amygdalae are suppressed, so are ours. In other words, what we do for our dogs 

in terms of relationship building, we do for ourselves.  

 

 

When FEAR isn’t what it seems 

 

“We have nothing to fear but fear itself” 

-Franklin D. Roosevelt, 1933 

 

We all know what FEAR is; we have felt it, we are born with it, and for some reason, at least when 

it comes to our dogs, we are almost obsessively focused on it. And why not? It is, after all, the 

driving force behind many of our pet dogs’ less desirable behaviors, isn’t it? 

 

From birth, the FEAR System only responds to a limited number of triggers such as pain or 

sudden loud noises (and a few others, depending on species) without any prior learning. But the 
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FEAR System is designed to keep us out of harm’s way, and to do so, it has to expand its range 

beyond the innate triggers. That’s where fear-learning comes into play. Fear-learning is a rapid 

and persistent process that helps an animal identify threats without having to learn about them 

time and again. As beneficial as this is for dogs, the wide range and complexity of it can be a bit 

challenging for us humans.  

 

During a frightening moment, the FEAR System will trigger a number of responses. These are 

involuntary responses and not very enjoyable. Beginning with an increased heart rate, rising 

blood pressure and elevated levels of stress chemicals (cortisol, adrenaline, norepinephrine, 

DHEA and oxytocin), your dog may even eliminate themselves without intending to. Additionally, 

your dog will either pause (freeze) in fear or try to escape the situation (flight) by hightailing it 

out of there, by hiding or by showing avoidance behaviors. And in the process of all of this, your 

dog’s brain will take in everything that led up to the fear event, the brain will process all 

information by creating associations, and finally store the information gathered as memory for 

future use. And this is how your dog learns when and what to fear, be it an object, a voice, a scent 

or sound, a movement, a location, a specific person or anything else that led up to or was present 

during that specific fear episode. Most of this fear-learning transpires without your knowledge, 

and you are left with constantly having to maneuver between trying to prevent negative 

associations from forming and trying to cope with associations already manifested in your 

dog’s brain. Without a doubt, it is a challenge, and it is critical. 

 

When a dog is intimidated and traumatized over and over again, their FEAR System can become 

over-responsive, and depending on the intensity or the duration of the scary situation, the FEAR 

System, which by now has established pathways into the cortical (thinking) brain becomes 

hypersensitive, which then leads to anxieties and possibly chronic stress. It is important to 

understand that this chronic type of fear is not triggered by any actual events but is a direct result 

of an overactive FEAR System. Since fear tells a dog when their safety is at stake, a dog that 

suffers from chronic fear lives in a constant state of feeling unsafe. Note: A dog’s perception of 

danger or threat may differ considerably from your own. 

 

Fear, in its normal state, can be a powerful lifesaver, yet when it turns chronic, it is debilitating. 

There are things we can do to prevent that from happening, though, but only if we have an open 

mind and look at fear from another perspective ... for example from the perspective of modern 

day pediatric care. Many of today’s pediatricians engage with small children in a more caring and 

playful way before they move on to unpleasant procedures. Since genuine CARE and PLAY, as we 

know by now, release feel-good chemicals in the brain, including oxytocin and opioids, doing this 

is a really good idea and serves several purposes. For one thing, opioids ease pain; therefore, a 

shot will be less painful. Oxytocin builds confidence, which helps a great deal when you face 
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adversity. And together, oxytocin and opioids promote social connections, which helps the child 

feel emotionally supported and more secure. And thus, the doctor’s visit is less traumatizing and 

the child will be less afraid of going back the next time.  

 

Translated into dog, this means that even though you have no impact on your dog’s innate FEAR 

triggers (pain and startle reflex), the majority of fear learning and the intensity and duration of 

your dog’s fear experiences can be directly influenced - and activity in the amygdalae suppressed 

- by the emotional support your dog receives from you before, during and after a stressful event. 

See, most family dogs don’t have to go out into the world and fend for themselves where their 

innate FEAR of physical harm keeps them well and alive. The dogs in our care have it made in that 

we provide at least the very basics, such as food, drink, shelter, and hopefully even some 

companionship. And so, unless a dog lives in an abusive environment, their innate FEAR of harm 

is less of an issue. Dogs know we take care of them; and they rely on us to keep them safe.  

 

So, why then do some dogs stress over the tiniest triggers? More often than not, when dogs are 

triggered, we try to stop them from reacting. We don’t want them to growl, snarl or bark. 

Sometimes their behaviors are irritating to us, other times they are embarrassing and make us 

nervous, but rarely do we remain emotionally unaffected or better yet in a positive state that 

allows us to help our dogs cope in THEIR ways. And so we try to control the situation. Some may 

start yanking on the leash and get loud, while others try to distract, maybe even redirect and/or 

counter-condition the dog or change the environment altogether. But what if this is not what the 

dog needs? What if the dog needs to just assess the situation by taking in all the information 

available to their senses, and process what is happening without constant interruption ... cope 

with it in THEIR ways but with your emotional support? A dog’s stress shouldn’t be ours to control 

or “fix”, but theirs to learn from and build resiliency - by following their own stress protocol but 

with our emotional support. 

 

And how would you know what they need? When a dog runs from something and bypasses you 

to find safety elsewhere – that is strictly a fear behavior (flight). When the dog charges forward 

in an attempt to strike, even if the initial emotional state they were in was FEAR, the dog has now 

shifted into the RAGE System – possibly with both systems aroused but RAGE being the dominant 

one. However, when the dog runs from the threat (FEAR), yet turns to you, that dog feels the 

need to re-connect socially and emotionally – a need that typically arises when there is a drop in 

the feel-good chemicals oxytocin and endogenous opioids, in which case the PANIC/GRIEF 

System dominates FEAR.  
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A word about Resilience: Resiliency is an animal’s ability to “bounce back” from a moment of stress, 

from adversity and frustrations. There are many ways for us to help our dogs become more resilient. 

The current trend is to give our dogs more choices and empower them by dropping some of our micro-

managing habits, and even encourage cognitive games. All of which will help shape or re-shape a dog’s 

cognitive brain, the cortex, while desensitization and counter-conditioning protocols help shape their 

behaviors. 

However, through Affective Dog Behavior, we promote a more emotional approach. Being proactive 

on an emotional level allows dogs to cope with stressors in THEIR ways while still giving them 

emotional support when the dog is ready for it. Then we can tap into our own CARE System and 

provide comfort, then PLAY (provided the dog is ready). CARE and PLAY will help release “feel good” 

chemicals in the dog’s brain as well as our own, which promotes bonding and builds confidence in the 

dog. Engaging these positive, pro-social emotional systems can lessen the effects of the negative, anti-

social emotional systems in ways training alone can’t – by suppressing the amygdalae. 

A word about conditioned fear: Have you ever noticed how quickly a dog learns to be afraid of the 

car that took them to the vet, or the newspaper you popped on their butts, or a cage you shoved your 

dog into while you were in a rush? What about a sound, or a place? Or worse yet, your dog is afraid 

of YOU, but only in certain circumstances? Fear of pain and certain few smells and sudden noise is 

innate; that means your dog was born with those fears. But no dog is born to fear a car or a newspaper. 

Those fears are learned ... well, conditioned to be politically correct. When objects or places, other 

animals, sounds or situations are paired with something unpleasant (maybe pain or an angry voice, a 

threatening gesture, intimidation, etc.), dogs will make a negative association almost instantly. This is 

due to the neurochemical glutamate being involved in FEAR as well as learning. Sometimes luck is on 

our side, and we know what caused that negative association, but more often than not, we are in the 

dark about the scare that originally generated the fear.  

And not only do they make associations in the moment, dogs can make delayed associations as well. 

Let’s say you took your dog to the vets office. Let’s assume the visit was rather unpleasant. The fear 

that can build in the moment is directly associated with the stress experienced at the clinic. The 

delayed fear can be of the car that took them to the vet, or the cage you put them into that was in the 

car that took them to the vet. Or a particularly coaxing tone of voice you used when you put your dog 

in that cage. And so on, and so on. And before you know it, you have a chain of events all associated 

with that one, rather unpleasant vet experience. Dogs are incredibly skilled in picking up the most 

subtle cues that could spell trouble for future events. These cues are stored as memories. 

When such fearful memories of specific objects, situations or events pose a problem to living in the 

human world, canine professionals utilize established protocols to help desensitize or counter-

condition the dog. There are many ways to accomplish this, but one way that is rarely thought of is to 

allow a dog to desensitize themselves ... on their terms and at their comfort level. Street dogs are 

accustomed to such processes, and Affective Dog Behavior promotes them for our companion dogs. 

A word about FEAR: From what we have just gathered, it is best to look at fear issues from a different 

angle than just fear itself. If fear in our family dogs is no longer rooted in evolutionary “imminent 

danger survival”, maybe we need take a step back and see what is truly going on from the dog’s point 

of view. As we are so strongly influencing our dogs, their “problem” behaviors should not be looked 

at as behaviors that require modification, but as a dog’s way to communicate to us that somewhere 

along the lines something is missing that helps them feel safe, whether it’s in the general relationship 

or just in a specific moment; whether it’s inside the home or out in public. Even though we like to 

address behavior problems through training, we cannot really train “insecurity” away unless we also 

meet the dog’s emotional needs during the training. Either way, we will not get around catering to 

our dogs’ emotional needs.  

Here is what emotional disconnect can look like in reality: After having been rehomed several times, 

Fido now lives with a sweet, loving human. A busy human, though. Mornings are filled with a quick 

potty walk around the block, before the stressed human rushes off to work. Fido spends most of his 

day in his crate. Lonely with not much else to do but sleep, chew up the bed or try to escape. Evening 

comes around. Human comes home. How exciting! Another (very quick) potty walk. Then it’s time for 

the human to de-stress and do whatever it is humans do. Finally, Fido gets to go on a longer walk. 

After a day of very little social/emotional interaction, the need for feel-good brain chemicals is high, 

but hasn’t yet been met. Oohhh, there’s another dog ... Fido better bark, maybe lunge, too. Yay, at 

last, the human pays attention, and the struggles begin. On-leash tug-of-war; a little desperation in 

the human voice, maybe even a bit of frustration. Both Fido and human are now on the defensive. 

Negative brain chemicals are soaring, after the positive ones plummeted ... in both. At least at the 

moment, there is no social emotional connection, whatsoever. In the human’s mind, the dog appears 

aggressive. Attempts are made to modify the dog’s behaviors. But what is going on in the dog’s brain? 

What does Fido need to help him feel safer, more positive/social? 

When positive emotional experiences take a backseat to a hectic human lifestyle, negative (anti-

social) emotional systems can quickly bleed into each other. Without emotional connection, the dogs 

will feel as though they have to fend for themselves. Dogs will do whatever it takes to get their 

emotional needs met. Acting out usually gets their human’s attention, thus, acting out seems like one 

good strategy to re-connect. Destroying things helps rein in spiking dopamine levels. Acting out and 

destructiveness (aside of many others) are not merely behaviors, even though we observe them as 

such – they are symptoms of hidden emotional turmoil.  

In short: Due to our own (mostly unintentional) doing, PANIC/GRIEF and FEAR (the fear unrelated to 

immediate physical harm) blend together; add a little bit of frustration (RAGE) and underlying issues 

become less defined and a bit blurry. So, if it is blurry, how is an average dog handler supposed to 

know what’s going on inside the brain? The good news is that especially CARE (comfort touch) helps 

lessen the impact of both FEAR and PANIC/GRIEF, possibly averting RAGE altogether. The feel good 

chemicals (oxytocin and opioids) released when we provide CARE make stress more bearable. And 

over time, this helps dogs become more resilient as well as motivate them to look at us for support. 

L.A.M.B. – Look At Me Buddy! 
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Some thoughts to fear in companion dogs 

 

We really don’t need research to tell us that the feeling of fear is an ugly thing; nobody goes 

through life without personal fear experiences. But without research, we would still be in the 

dark about this distressing emotion – what causes it, how it can be learned, how it is inherited 

and deeply rooted within a group of innate emotional systems, and how it overlaps with other 

emotional systems. Street dogs have a unique way to adapt to almost all situations their 

environment may throw at them, without “falling apart” through fear or loneliness. Companion 

dogs not so much. We humans take over most of their thinking; not because companion dogs 

have lost their ability to do so, but because we have a controlling nature. We want things to be 

in certain ways, fit our lifestyles and match our expectations. And thus, we “mold” our dogs to 

our needs rather than meet theirs. And we come in many varieties. Athletes may want a running 

partner, the outdoorsy type a hiking pal. We want guard dogs, therapy dogs, and couch potatoes. 

Family dogs are great, too, ... great playmates for little kids, and if we don’t have kids, dogs are 

perfect to make us feel as though we do. 

 

It’s a good thing that dogs are masters of adaptation. Still, our expectations do not come 

without side effects. Did you know that dogs can have nearly all of the same mental health issues 

humans suffer from (well, all but schizophrenia that is), while street dogs rarely suffer from any 

at all? Sadly, our companion dogs are quickly becoming a multi-billion dollar pharma-industry 

success in terms of “anti-anxiety” meds of various types.  

 

Not all fear is made alike. Yes, of course, fear of pain, bodily harm or death are pretty much 

the same in all mammals. They are innate and, despite their negative undercurrent, they are 

designed for a positive outcome, namely to survive with as little harm as possible. Yet, all 

mammals don’t live in “co-dependency” with humans. And so it happens that the nature of many 

fears observed in our dogs while living with us has shifted to rather “manmade” fears. They aren’t 

anything like the straight-forward innate survival fears that deal with imminent dangers. More 

often than not, they are a disturbingly intense and confusing combination of fears, phobias and 

anxieties interlaced with the same mental issues they absorb from their human guardians. 

 

We have learned that, though distinct, all emotional systems overlap and work together in 

all mammals. However, could it be that street dogs appear wiser, more “balanced” and more 

mature because they use their emotional systems in more defined ways and therefore don’t 

suffer the long-lasting chronic emotional consequences our companion dogs do? Unfortunately, 

there is no scientific proof for this, but chances are that due to the strong human influence in 

everything our companion dogs do or feel, their emotional world has been thrown of kilter. One 

might think that when dog’s live with us and instinctual worries for survival can take a backseat, 
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they would be able to live “happily ever after”. Yet, that is rarely the case. Reactivity, “acting 

out”, barking, house soiling, destructiveness, and so many other “problem” behaviors we 

typically hear about, all are symptoms of deeply rooted emotional distress. FEAR? Yes, to some 

degree. RAGE? Yes, some of it. PANIC/GRIEF? Double yes. We often wonder: “What is my dog 

afraid of? He does have a pretty easy life!”  

 

Think about it this way: Dogs are very social animals. Quite early in their lives, we remove 

them from their biological families to be cared for not only by strangers, but by strangers that 

belong to a different species. The good thing is that humans and dogs have co-existed for so long 

that this isn’t necessarily a traumatizing experience –  provided that aside from basic needs of 

water, food and shelter, we also fulfill their need for social/emotional connection.  

 

 

Emotional learning 

 

We all love to teach our dogs. We have just hinted at a type of learning that doesn’t come 

from a training session, though, but from life itself: it’s called emotional learning, and mostly we 

recognize it when we think of fear learning. Let’s face it - the majority of learning does not happen 

in a classroom setting or during a training session. Those repetitious behaviors we are so eager 

to teach our dogs don’t require much affective arousal, and it can be very time consuming. But 

emotional learning, well, that’s a totally different ballgame. Tied to emotional arousal, it is 

stealthy, swift and happens pretty much throughout the day, same as in fear learning. Believe it 

or not, without the arousal of FEAR, your dog would never learn to be afraid of formerly 

meaningless objects, places or situations. And the same is true when more positive emotions are 

aroused.  

 

On the other hand, coming back to the repetitious behaviors, while not much emotional 

enthusiasm is required for a well-trained dog to follow a specific cue, the human can still be 

emotionally affected, something that can even carry over to the dog. Imagine the proud grin 

across Timmy’s face if Buster were to play dead on cue in front of an audience. And then imagine 

the emotional effect on Buster when Timmy praises him excitedly. That’s when something that 

started as mindless, emotionless repetition has suddenly been tied to positive emotional arousal 

not just in Timmy, but finally in Buster as well. And the same would happen, if Timmy would get 

angry, should Buster refuse to play along. Only that Buster’s emotional arousal that is then tied 

to the cue would be negative.  

 

It is also worth mentioning that all emotional systems can affect your dog’s thoughts and 

attention within their cognitive capacities. For example: 
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➢ If your dog is in a state of RAGE, chances are that even though they are definitely not 

thinking friendly thoughts, it is not revenge your dog  is contemplating.  

➢ Then there is CARE ... surely there have been times when you were a bit down and your 

dog decided that you needed loving, caring compassion.  

➢ While in a PANIC/GRIEF frame of mind, your dog wishes for company and social 

connection.  

➢ When SEEKING is heightened, it is hard to calm a dog’s anticipation and the thoughts 

triggered by it. 

➢ And we already know that PLAY “lights up the brain (all of the brain) like a Christmas tree”. 

 

How nice it would be, if we could always understand our dogs and why they behavior in certain 

ways, but we can’t. And so we undermine the fundamental functions of our dogs’ emotional 

systems, and without meaning harm, our micro-managing ways have the potential to cause 

emotional conflict. This distress is different and more demanding than any type of stress dogs 

may encounter through environmental exposure, as it comes from having to behave in ways that 

contradict their emotional state. With Affective Dog Behavior, we aim to change this. 

 

Currently, we try to “train” our ways out of behaviors we don’t like by teaching more 

desirable repetitious behaviors (procedural skills). Generally, though, behavioral issues are 

deeply tied to emotional memories, and teaching non-emotional procedural skills to combat 

emotional memories is a lengthy process that can require many repetitions, especially when we 

rely solely on treats. So why not make learning a little more fun for your dog, and for you, too. 

Of course, the majority of dogs will always respond favorably to treats, and there is absolutely 

nothing wrong with rewarding behaviors you want repeated or using treats for appreciation, but 

let us always remember that it is the tie to positive social emotions (CARE, PLAY) that really makes 

the difference.  

 

 

 

 

  

A word about emotional learning (vs. Social-Emotional Learning or SEL): Emotional learning, as we 

have just described above, is a natural process in the brain. This should not be confused with Social-

Emotional Learning (SEL), which is a fixed program that was created to promote the process of 

developing and using social and emotional skills to build the following five core-competencies for 

children: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills and responsible 

decision-making. SEL is not a component of Affective Dog Behavior. 
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Understanding the agony of PANIC/GRIEF and the healing powers of CARE 

 

 

 

 

Before we dive into this topic, let’s take a quick look at how PANIC/GRIEF works and how 

CARE is its antidote. When the P/G System is aroused, we experience the symptoms of opioid 

withdrawal. This doesn’t always have to be a major negative event, but can happen in such subtle 

ways that we don’t even have a conscious awareness of it. Picture this: you sit on the couch to 

watch TV and your dog is snoring away by your side. Absentmindedly, without realizing it, you 

reach out to bury your hand in the thickness of your companion’s fur, and you start massaging 

with slow, deep movements. The urge that made you reach out for your dog was triggered by a 

minor decrease in your endogenous opioid levels. The decrease was too subtle to cause 

noticeable emotional pain. In fact, most social interactions that help us replenish endogenous 

opioids happen in these subtle ways numerous times throughout the day. But when our opioid 

levels drop to the point that we become painfully aware, the urge to reach out is also more 

noticeable and we may deliberately ask for a hug or another form of connection that provides a 

more satisfying increase in opioids. Unfortunately, endogenous opioid can and will drop to such 

low levels when we experience rejection, abandonment, isolation (think COVID-19), the loss of a 

loved one, emotional disconnect or any other form of social loss. Now, why would evolution 

subject us to such a cruel emotional experience? Think about it. The immense pain caused by a 

 

When no one cares about you and when you lose someone who did, when you feel isolated 

and disconnected – even in a crowd -, and when you miss someone so much it almost 

takes your breath away, loneliness overcomes you and robs you of rhyme and reason. 

That’s when your confidence hits rock bottom and in its place moves pain; emotional 

pain, it seems at first, until suddenly you notice little body aches that weren’t there 

before. Your overall wellbeing crumbles and you stop being your normal self. The pain of 

loneliness is real; but your brain is designed to survive and thrive anyway, and even 

though it is hard for you to get through the day, you find a way. 

 - Diana Kastner, Fall 2019 
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lack of these particular endogenous opioids (and more about opioids in Module 9) promotes 

connection. In other words, without this pain, we would not feel the desire to build relationships. 

 

 

Social separation  = occasional episodes of aloneness, i.e. when we share our 

everyday lives with a dog, but have to leave the dog behind to 

run errands, go to work, etc. 

Physical isolation = ugh, that’s the ugly one. That’s the severe case of isolation, 

when a dog is confined to the backyard, on a chain or otherwise 

physically isolated with little social interactions 

Emotional disconnect = in this special case, your dog may be living in your household, 

surrounded by caring people, but emotionally you just don’t 

have the connection. These are the cases when dog owners say: 

I can’t bond with my dog. However, emotional disconnect can 

also be situational, i.e. you share a wonderful bond with your 

dog inside your home, but as soon as you get outside, you two 

are on a different emotional agenda. 

 

In the canine world, separation anxiety (SA) is the most widely known issue that arises from 

the PANIC/GRIEF System. The strange thing is that common though it is, most of us still don’t 

understand what’s behind it. Is it genetic? Is it a training issue? Is it just misbehavior? Whichever 

it is, separation anxiety is driven by a history of previously unmet emotional needs. If a dog is 

genetically predisposed to separation issues, their needs are more intense. If it is a training issue, 
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their needs are more intense. Is it just misbehavior? Well, we have just learned that behavioral 

responses to the emotional pain of an aroused PANIC/GRIEF System are involuntary. And what 

does this tell us? Whether the origin of SA is genetic or based in past experiences only, the 

outcome is the same, the pain is the same, the behaviors are the same and the way we can and 

need to help them is also the same, because the antidote to PANIC/GRIEF is consistent, reliable 

CARE. 

 

 

 

 

The following is a model of human child-caretaker attachment styles, with information 

collected from developmental psychologists’ past theoretical views published in Jaak Panksepp’s 

Affective Neuroscience – The Foundations of Human and Animal Emotions – “children exhibited 

a variety of attachment styles or temperaments that have strong genetic and environmental 

antecedents”: 



24 
 

Affective Dog Behavior  
Level 1 ADB Certification Course   © 2021 -  K9 Life Coaching, LLC 

 

 

 

Interestingly, we can observe many of these behaviors in our dogs. While separation anxiety 

is certainly the most obvious of all PANIC/GRIEF issues that can affect a dog, there are many 

others that have never earned a proper name and are often mistaken for FEAR or attention 

seeking behaviors. Simply put, every mind-state that resembles loneliness, grief and separation 

distress, whether it’s due to physical separation or social and/or emotional detachment, is caused 

by a decreased release of the CARE-cocktail (endogenous opioids and oxytocin) in the brain, and 

is regulated by the PANIC/GRIEF System. In Affective Dog Behavior we frequently refer to this as 

emotional disconnect. That’s when bonding between you and your dog isn’t at its fullest 

potential, ultimately altering the release of oxytocin and opioids. Since dogs are highly social 

animals who, unlike any other, need and seek connection with humans more than with their own 

kind, emotional connection is probably the single most important mind-state that helps a dog 

feel safe; a mind-state that more than any other helps prevent “problem behaviors”. 

 

One of the telltale signs that a dog is operating primarily in the PANIC/GRIEF System is that 

they are actively SEEKING out company and support ... preferably YOUR company and YOUR 

support. A dog in FEAR, however, will either pause (freeze) or take flight (retreat), while a dog in 

RAGE will not shy away from physical confrontation and move towards a threat. Keep in mind 

that dogs can rapidly shift between any of the emotional systems, especially when specific needs 

go unmet. And so, if your dog looks for YOU for comforting or fun engagement or in stressful 
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situations (an ear twitching in your direction, a quick sideways glance at you, full body turn 

towards you or running to you) and you recognize and meet their needs, your relationship is on 

the right track. Contrary, if your dog looks for you in those ways but is ignored, two things will 

happen: 

 

➢ you will become an unreliable source of the CARE-cocktail and ultimately of confidence 

and safety 

➢ in a stressful situation, the dog may quickly transition into FEAR, and if relief is still 

unattainable, RAGE is the next logical but highly involuntary option 

 

Both will have long-term implications, as they will structurally shape the brain in ways that do 

not invoke confidence in their environment, of which you are a part. In the long run, this lack of 

confidence will carry over into situations when you have to physically separate from your dog. 

 

The following chart is important enough to share again. Study it well. Let it sink in and let it 

become your second nature to recognize and acknowledge your dog’s needs in the moment. This 

will be one of the most important lessons to teach to your clients. It is important to understand 

that Separation Distress and its subsequent depression-like state are inevitable when you leave 

a dog behind. Initially, the dog will whine or possibly bark. This is known as the separation call 

and an involuntary innate response. Ideally, if the separation call does not result in reunion, the 

dog’s parasympathetic nervous system will help them transition into a calming depression-like 

state with confidence; a state that is only occasionally interrupted by short episodes of moving 

about or whining. What happens in the brain is this: the release of endogenous opioids (which 

also modulates dopaminergic activity) and oxytocin decreases, causing the dog to go through 

opioid withdrawal. This in turn causes emotional pain, which prompts the separation call. If the 

brain has been shaped through reliable experiences of CARE in the presence of a trusted human, 

the brain is capable of protecting the dog from unnecessary emotional pain by slowing the 

release of excitatory dopamine and allowing the parasympathetic nervous system to trigger a 

state of calm.  

 

However, dogs that lack confidence due to previously unmet emotional needs experience 

different neurochemical activities that make life in solitude, regardless of duration, more 

complicated. Since endogenous opioids help modulate dopaminergic activity, but these cases are 

defined by unreliable sources of the CARE-cocktail in the past, the brain does not slow the release 

of dopamine. Instead, is subjected to a constant anticipation or expectation for reunion. This, in 

turn, gives the more excitable sympathetic nervous system the upper hand, making it impossible 

for the dog to achieve a state of calm during separation. The thing about dopamine is that 

continuously increased dopamine levels are not healthy and cause manic behaviors. The only way 
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to slow the release of dopamine is by reaching the consummatory phase; in other words, the dog 

will have to occupy themselves to slow the release of dopamine and increases a release of the 

much needed endogenous opioids. These behaviors are typically observed as being destructive 

or self-harming. 

 

 

From RAGE to conflict resolution through recovery! 

 

Few things are as scary as the wrath of an enraged dog.  

 

Luckily, you have (hopefully) experienced a lifetime of emotional education and built a good 

amount of willpower that actually has a say in how you handle your RAGE triggers, whether you 

can or cannot keep yourself from “flipping the lid” (as Dr. Dan Siegel calls it). But it is said that 

animals do not share the same mind control simply because they have “limited abilities to 

conceptualize the nature of emotions and intentions”. But do you think that’s true for your dog? 

Of course, your dog’s thinking brain is not as complex as yours, but does that really mean that 

they can’t experience emotional education or even willpower? Granted, focusing primarily on 

changing the environment to change behaviors does little to provide emotional education. But 

what about allowing our dog to cope with triggers in THEIR ways instead of just manipulating the 

environment? Though, depending on the situation, it may or may not be wise to intervene, it is 
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always a good thing to follow up with comfort (CARE) and something that helps your dog release 

stress ... this could be PLAY, or peeing, or both. And this form of recovery is emotional education 

for your dog; it is vital for rather peaceful, uneventful conflict resolution. 

 

Of course, the nature and intensity of reactivity varies from dog to dog. Some may act out 

at anything that moves, others be more selective in that they may just dislike someone or another 

dog in particular. Could be that certain cues from another were repeatedly associated with 

stirring anger, which then leads to negative associations and ultimately to future angry moods 

towards the culprit. Or, as we have learned earlier, your dog’s anger could be caused by 

frustration or a trickle-down issue from FEAR. Either way ... 

 

“How you handle stressful situations will determine whether or not your dog will trust 

you in future stressful situations.” -Scott Stauffer 

 

This is what recovery is all about. The conversation doesn’t stop when stress stops. What 

happens after stress is key to coping skills in future stress events.  

 

Things to remember about reactivity: 

 

➢ it’s a sure way for our dogs to get a much-needed emotional response from us; if we only 

engage with them when they ‘act out’, they will continue to look for this kind of 

engagement 

➢ if a dog acts out, make sure you do not become an additional trigger 

➢ there is no one-size-fits-all protocol to handling reactivity 

➢ oftentimes your dog will seek emotional support; the request may be as subtle as an ear 

twitch, or a quick sideways glance in your direction, or it may be a full head or body turn; 

pay attention and be there when your dog needs you 

➢ if the situation calls for it, talk to your dog: “is that scary?” “I got you!” “do you want to 

leave?” 

➢ then leave together 

➢ allow the dog to sniff and pee 

➢ offer cuddles 

➢ see if the dog feels safe enough to play 
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Food for thought 

 

Never be afraid to think outside the box, for therein lies the magic of finding solutions 

 

We have now given you several ideas of how Affective Dog Behavior can be applied. There 

are many more, and none of them provide specific protocols or a new technique. Instead, they 

are meant to give you a new perspective through knowledge, and hopefully a reason to start 

thinking outside the box.  Dogs have their own protocols for coping with the world; the question 

A word about reactivity: Dog vs. YOU on “the other end of the leash”: What is the first thing you do 

when your dog “acts out” in full-blown reactivity? Maybe at another dog, maybe a goat, a cat, a 

skateboard or bicycle, or even a human? Have you ever looked at triggers from the dog’s point of 

view? Aside from knowing the usual tricks on how to help your dog feel safe, there are two very 

important aspects that are overlooked quite easily: 

1. Don’t become an additional trigger. Correcting your dog, trying to control the situation, 

talking too much, calling your dog’s name, etc., all can be quite annoying and distracting for 

your dog during stressful situations and quickly demote you from a friend to just another 

trigger. Suddenly your dog doesn’t just have to worry about the original trigger that caused 

his upset in the first place, now he also has to worry about you on the other end of the leash. 

2. And what happens when the original trigger is another dog, maybe a loose dog that comes 

too close, and you act as described in aspect #1? You will literally interrupt your dog’s focus 

on the other dog. Chances are, there is vital communication going on between both dogs, and 

if either dog misses crucial body language cues (many of which can be quite subtle), the 

conversation may take a turn for the worse.  

 (L.A.M.B. Story / Advice # ____)  

A word about rage and reactivity: A more serious issue many dog owners and professionals run into 

is that of reactive dogs redirecting their rage onto their handlers. Though reactivity and rage can have 

various underlying causes, the urge to act is a matter of the SEEKING System. As we have discussed 

earlier, over-aroused SEEKING is only relieved through “consummation”.  

Now imagine this ... you and your Cujo go for a walk. Another dog gets too close for comfort. Cujo 

reacts, but he is on a leash and, therefore, cannot reach the other dog. Cujo is REALLY mad. Lunges, 

growls, barks ... SEEKING urges Cujo to look for relief. ANY relief. And you are close. You ARE within 

reach. YOU are his relief; taking his rage out on YOU is his relief. 

But it doesn’t have to be that way. There are ways to help your reactive dog. 
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we have for you and your clients is this: What can and will you do so your dog chooses to include 

you in their protocol? Their brain is designed to survive and thrive, just like yours; when we don’t 

get that emotional connection right, dogs won’t feel safe enough to include us in their 

conversations with their environment. But please understand that you will make mistakes along 

the way. No big deal, really, since there is a lot of power in recovery for all parties involved, which 

includes us. Always remember: L.A.M.B. – Look At Me Buddy – it is the ultimate bond to strive 

for. 
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Assignment 

1. In this Module, we have listed some of the “little things” that indicate a need but 

are all too often overlooked. What others can you add to this list? 

 

2. In your words, describe how the trickle-down effect of emotions affects the way 

you will work with dogs from here on forward. 

 

3. Based on what you have learned about the 7 Primary Emotional Systems, how 

would you describe the brain processes of a dog that “gets into things”?  

 

4. Other than those described here, what other ways can you think of to help a dog 

feel safe WITH you but in THEIR ways? 

 

 

As throughout the first part of this study book, we encourage you to work with your study 

buddies. Unlike in most educational programs, Affective Dog Behavior allows “cheating”! 
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Module 7 – How do dogs really learn? 
 

Even though dogs learn in much the same ways we do, there seem to be many different opinions 

on what the best way is to teach a dog. Mostly, we develop protocols and techniques that make 

it more convenient for us to follow a set step-by-step path. These protocols are like mathematical 

formulas. Once memorized, they can be quite helpful in solving specific behavioral problems ... 

from a human perspective. And with academic tools like classical and operant conditioning, 

counter-conditioning, desensitization in addition to a vast variety of reward and punishment 

options as well as behavior-altering pharmaceuticals, there truly are almost no limits to what we 

can do with dogs. And while we use the term learning theory quite freely, conventional learning 

theories and their resulting protocols, are typically exclusive of what transpires inside of the brain 

of the learner, and teaching becomes mechanical – customized with the individual dog in mind, 

yet following a one-size-fits-all process. When we rely solely on observable behaviors without 

the knowledge of brain processes, teaching is based on a lot of assumptions about the dog, which 

in turn leads to the many different “best ways” to train a dog.  

 

✓ Should treats be given every time the dog performs a task? 

✓ Should we use different value treats? 

✓ When should we use higher value treats? 

✓ Should we use a marker? 

✓ What is better, a clicker or “yes”? 

✓ Are corrections appropriate? 

✓ Are all corrections aversive? 

✓ Are all aversives bad? 

✓ Should we avoid stressful situations? 

✓ How can we activate SEEKING? 

✓ I want to train for calmness 

✓ I want to get the dog more aroused 

 

These are just some of the questions that come up frequently, and answers are typically based 

on personal experiences and without much consideration of what is happening in the brain. 

 

What is learning: Simply put, learning is the process of building long-term memories! And 

indeed, there are various ways that lead to the structural changes of a brain that constitute 

learning, some of which are more rapid and longer lasting than others. Since the dog training 

industry is typically focused on rewards, here is a chart of how the different types of rewards 

(reinforcers) affect brain activity. 
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Let’s talk reinforcers 

 

As we know, primary reinforcers are defined as those that are biologically necessary: food, drink 

(not used as a reinforcer in dog training), even some pleasures. When we pair these primary 

reinforcers with neutral stimuli to create reinforcing associations, these neutral stimuli can 

become reinforcers in their own right– the kind we refer to as secondary. The most commonly 

used secondary reinforcers are “markers”, such as clickers and marker words.  

 

➢ Primary reinforcers: unconditional, of biological value 

➢ Secondary reinforcers: have to be conditioned and can lose value if not maintained 

 

Typically, we determine whether a dog is more motivated by food or toys, which then becomes 

our reinforcer of choice. This can be quite limiting and contributes quickly to a mechanical 

approach.   

 

But what would happen if we would think of reinforcers as being situational? Fluctuating? Maybe 

even take it a step further and let our dogs determine what is reinforcing to them? Remember 
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how we said above that primary reinforcers are those that are biologically necessary? So, why 

not ask ourselves some simple questions: 

 

➢ What is a biological necessity when a dog is stressed? We already know that stressed dogs 

do not take treats well, and they won’t feel safe enough to play. Does that mean we are 

without reinforcers? Does it mean a stressed dog cannot learn? Of course not. Of course 

a stressed dog can learn. It might just have to be a different lesson than we intended. One 

that is only reinforceable through comfort (CARE) and by having our dog’s back, as these 

would be the biological necessities for a dog in stress. 

➢ If a dog is overly exuberant and playful, he may also not be in the “right” frame of mind 

for “proper” learning, but that doesn’t mean the dog cannot learn. And it doesn’t mean 

that reinforcers don’t work. Switching from a proper training session to a rough-and-

tumble play session may just be what the dog needs in that moment, and rough-and-

tumble play is like a smorgasbord of teaching and reinforcement opportunities. 

➢ Too many distractions on a walk? Dog can’t focus on you? Dog has no interest in treats or 

toys? Let’s just see what interests the dog and join them. Showing interest in the dog’s 

activities, be it sniffing, rolling or digging, in itself is very rewarding and reinforcing. 

 

Reinforcement is not always about treats. A dog’s world is full of reinforcement opportunities, 

it’s a shame when we only focus on one. In the end, it is the dog who decides what is or isn’t 

reinforcing, what is or isn’t primary in any given moment. However, what all primary (biological) 

reinforcers have in common is that they are tied to the primary emotional systems and that they 

fluctuate in value.  

 

At this point, we want to reiterate the three levels of control in the brain: You might 

remember that at the top we have the tertiary processes, which we just now learn to study in 

dogs via brain scans. At the bottom we have the primary processes, which, for ethical reasons, 

cannot be studied really well in humans. And in-between, the secondary process allows learning 

and memory and also contributes to conflict resolution. Ironically, to obtain the brain scans that 

provide insight into the cognitive function (tertiary process) of the brain, one must assure that all 

of the dog’s emotional needs (primary process) are met before they can undergo the rigorous 

training protocols (secondary process) necessary to prepare the dog for calm, fear and force-free 

cooperation inside the scanning machine.  
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Learning with minimal human intervention  

 

Dogs, just like most animals, learn almost continuously. Left without immediate human 

intervention, without a direct human caregiver (for the purpose of this book, we will refer to this 

as the “natural world”), a dog’s natural environment is their greatest teacher. The natural 

environment can be tough, though, and unforgiving, but also exceptionally rewarding. Being able 

to make split-second decisions, weigh your options and distinguish between beneficial and 

harmful, and countless other “traits” are paramount for survival. How to find food, when and 

how to stay out of harm’s way, what social contacts to pursue or avoid! By now, we have learned 

how important the primary emotional systems are in prompting behaviors that put and keep our 

dogs (and all mammals for that matter) on the path of survival. Learning in the “natural world” is 

not structured. It happens without schedules of reinforcement and without markers that reliably 

predict the delivery of a reward. In the “natural world”, dogs have to rely on their own brain 

power and on a million different stimuli to accommodate learning, which, interestingly, keeps 

the brain more flexible. And even though we may think that we can dominate our dog’s learning 

by painstakingly organizing the process, we are at least somewhat in denial of what, why and 

how animals learn and how they should learn. In the “natural world”, the question of what and 

why is easily answered with “everything” and “survival”. The how, however, has baffled 

behaviorists, biologists and ethologists for over a century. 

 

But here is the thing: our dogs are not living in the “natural world”. Their learning is highly 

affected by the lifestyle we provide them. Learning for true survival has become secondary to 

learning the human way. And, at least from the human’s perspective, learning from the natural 

environment has become secondary (if in some cases not entirely obsolete) to structured 

conditioned learning, also known as training. This structured conditioned learning is what 

scientists have determined to be the best way for us to teach our dogs. Turning our focus on 

training processes, we oftentimes forget that dogs learn around the clock. Everything we do or 

don’t do has teaching value and means something. Every stimuli our dogs are subjected to, even 

the ones we might not be aware of, are perceived as either beneficial or non-beneficial, and dogs 

will learn quickly to either pursue or to avoid.  

 

 

Neuroplasticity 
 

Even though we won’t spend as much time on this topic as we probably should, 

neuroplasticity is likely the single most important issue to keep in mind when teaching anything 

or anybody: For the longest time it was believed that once the brain reached maturity, the brain 

was done shaping; learning and therefore memories were written in stone and experiences 

couldn’t be undone. Can you imagine the excitement when brain researchers discovered this was 
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not the case? Today we know that the brain is “plastic”, meaning that it can be shaped and 

reshaped through learning from the beginning of life until the end. In other words, every time 

you learn something or acquire a new skill, you change your brain, even right this moment as you 

read this and process the information. The key to these changes in the brain is known as 

neuroplasticity. Everything we do and don’t do changes the brain, regardless of age. 

Neuroplasticity can be positive through learning something new, but it can also be negative and 

cause you to forget something you once knew. 

 

And the most astonishing thing is that focusing on and practicing one particular skill (i.e. 

mastering a musical instrument or even acquiring academic knowledge), thickens the area of the 

brain that promotes said skill. This can be a good thing at times, especially if we want to excel in 

a specific skill. But being too focused can also backfire in that it makes our mind less flexible. And 

the same holds true for our companion dogs. Everything we do and don’t do, whether we allow 

them to cope with life in THEIR ways or we redirect their natural learning process, how we 

support them emotionally, how we over-focus their minds through conditioning ... it all shapes 

and reshapes their brain.  

 

Because of neuroplasticity, there is really no recipe for learning – no one size fits all. Each 

person and each dog is an individual with individual life experiences and genetic limitations. Yet, 

how the brain can change in three basic ways to support learning is the same in all (Dr. Lara Boyd, 

2015): 

 

(1) Chemically, by rapidly exchanging various amounts and concentrations of 

neurotransmitters between the neurons, which supports working memory (aka short-

term memory) and also causes short-term improvements in the performance of motor 

skills 

 

(2) Structurally (literally changing the physical structure of the brain) for long-term memory 

by altering the connections between neurons 

 

(3) Altering its function in that learning different skills allows the brain to shift between 

functions 

 

These three basic ways explain why a dog may show improvements performing a task during a 

single training session, but come next day, the dog doesn’t remember how to do it. That’s 

because the success of the initial training session was due to rapid chemical changes only, and 

the time to induce the structural changes necessary for long-term memory was much too short. 

Also, as the dog practices specific skills, the area of the brain that accommodates each skill 
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becomes larger. But there are good news, too: we can speed up the process of structural changes 

by making learning less mechanical and more emotional; in other words, if we make learning 

more fun, emotionally more meaningful. and yes, more frightening, too.   

 

As we move forward in this Module, please keep what you have just learned about 

neuroplasticity in the back of your mind; see how this knowledge could possibly help you help 

your dog become more confident, more “rounded” and resilient; figure out a way to make 

learning a more natural and emotional experience for both your human and your canine client. 

 

 

Non-associative learning 

 

Something we rarely associate (no pun intended) with learning, rarely ever even think of at 

all as a learning process, is a dog’s incredible ability to adapt and get used to an environment, 

provided that whatever stimuli the dog is exposed to repeatedly occur without consequences. 

This phenomenon of non-associative learning is known as habituation, and SEEKING is very much 

involved in it. The way it works is this: As the dog is repeatedly exposed to either a change in his 

environment or to an entirely new environment, the SEEKING System is aroused, but only long 

enough until the novelty ceases.   

The opposite of habituation, sensitization, is also a form of non-associative learning; but 

sensitization causes increased reactivity to a recurring stimulus. Subtle as these two learning 

processes may seem, they are every bit as vital to a dog’s survival and overall well-being as 

“learning by association”.  

 

 

Associative learning 
 

Learning by association is characterized by the pairing of stimuli and consequences. This, 

too, is a natural process that, in its most natural form (that is tied to emotional arousal), causes 

dogs to make associations in just fractions of a second and at any given moment of the day. No 

stimulus-consequence combination goes unnoticed, and every single pairing means something. 

These associations are not always favorable to our relationships with dogs (i.e. FEAR 

associations), but thanks to the powers of the SEEKING System, associations, whether positive or 

negative, are always made to benefit the dog. The positive associations to bring pleasure, and 

the negative ones to ultimately pursue and then maintain a feel of safety. A dog’s most natural 

way of associative learning always involves emotional arousal and is either by trial and error or 

by observation (observational learning), during which a dog learns through observing another’s 

experiences; we also refer to this as social learning. 
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When humans started exploring associative learning many, many decades ago, they did so 

by creating painstakingly controlled lab-conditions. What emerged became known as classical 

and operant conditioning. Neither is new to the world of dog training, and both are applied under 

the presumption that all behaviors are learned solely from the environment, and in the past 

neither innate, emotional or inherited factors were given any consideration; though, this is slowly 

changing. Without a doubt, learning is a mutual effort between environmental stimuli and 

arousal of specific areas in the brain, but until actual learning occurs, behaviors are prompted by 

the arousal of certain primary emotional systems. Indeed, learning cannot happen without the 

involvement of at least one raw affect: SEEKING, which happens to be involved in almost all 

functions of the brain. Thus, the SEEKING System plays a key role in all learning, including 

associative learning. For example, to train a dog, we typically follow a protocol during which we 

first teach a new behavior by consistently rewarding said behavior; once the dog knows the 

behavior, delivery of the reward will be less predictable and more sporadic to keep the dog’s 

curiosity and focus. In terms of Affective Neuroscience, this is explainable through the 

involvement of the SEEKING System, which faithfully responds to unexpected, sporadic rewards, 

as it develops a “sustained anticipatory urge”, kind of like a chronic craving.  

A word about the “natural world”: Have you ever dealt with a successful street dog, or even a working 

ranch, sheep or farm dog? Have you ever noticed their level of maturity, even cognitive abilities? 

These dogs are different from our ordinary companion dogs. Many companion dogs are like little 

toddlers. Playful, always looking for “attention”, needy, clingy, silly and immature. But experienced, 

successful street dogs or working dogs seem so much more attuned to the world that surrounds them. 

In a lecture about Ethology (YouTube: 9. Ethology), Dr. Robert Sapolsky discusses a study that focused 

on the thickness of the cortexes in rats. To make a long story short, researchers first measured the 

thickness of the cortexes in lab rats that did not enjoy the luxury of much enrichment in their lives. 

Some of the same rats were then placed in high-enrichment environments. Upon re-measuring their 

cortexes after a period of time, researchers found that their cortexes have thickened considerably. 

Researchers then included wild rats in their study, only to find that their cortexes were much ticker 

than the thickest cortexes of any of the lab rats ... even those that were placed in high-enrichment 

environments.   

We were not able to find any such studies on dogs, but are fairly certain that findings in dogs would 

be similar to those in rats, which could possibly explain the difference in overall maturity between 

street dogs and companion dogs. While the first have to fend for themselves, cope with everything 

life throws at them, no matter how aversive the experience, and build resiliency through 

environmental learning, the latter are integrated in families and thus deprived of true environmental 

challenges that help street dogs develop their amazing level of maturity. 
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In the past, we weren’t really able to explain how and why the whole reward thing worked. 

All we knew was that a dog was more than willing to work for a yummy treat. But nobody ever 

asked: how does a treat (or any other desired reward) reinforce learning? How does this work 

biologically? And so, focus continues to be primarily on rewarding and reinforcing behaviors 

many still believe to be solely triggered externally through environmental stimuli. All the while 

neuroscientists study the internal workings of the brain to answer questions we should really be 

more than interested in: how does the brain learn? Where in the brain are certain behaviors 

prompted? What circuits and neurochemistries decide whether something is rewarding or 

punishing, and how does it work? In the end, all science leads to this: Emotions Affect Behaviors. 

 

The role of SEEKING in associative learning, for instance, could be demonstrated during a 

study of classical conditioning, which brought to light that the earliest signs of associative learning 

don’t show in the thinking brain (the neocortex), but deep down in the lower limbic areas, from 

which point learning travels upward as the number of repetitions increases. The thinking brain, 

believe it or not, is the slowest area of the brain to learn, which explains why we typically ask for 

40+ repetitions of a new skill before it becomes a reliable behavior, which again goes back to how 

the brain has to change its structure for long-term memory. 

 

 

 

  

A word about classical conditioning: Even though Russian scientist Ivan Pavlov “discovered” classical 

conditioning and further tested his theories in a lab setting, then developed procedures which he 

finally promoted in science circles as well as to the public, classical conditioning is by no means an 

invention of science, but a natural phenomenon that falls into the category of “associative learning”, 

as does operant conditioning. Associative learning is how animals learn in their natural environments 

and adapt to environmental changes through consequences.  

Though human-controlled and directed forms of classical conditioning are typically utilized to create 

positive associations to various stimuli, dogs can also create associations (positive as well as negative) 

without human involvement.  

One such example is how a dog learns to read another dog’s cues, such as stress signals, 

appeasement/calming signals, as well as cues associated with provocation of anger.  

Another example of natural classical conditioning is learned FEAR; the pairing of events, objects, 

sounds, smells and feel with a negative stimulus such as pain or other stressors. 
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Learned Helplessness 
 

Learned helplessness is described as “a phenomenon in which repeated exposure to 

uncontrollable stressors results in individuals failing to use any control options that may later 

become available. Essentially, individuals are said to learn that they lack behavioral control over 

environmental events, which, in turn, undermines the motivation to make changes or attempt to 

alter situations.” – dictionary.apa.org 

 

In other words, subjecting dogs to repeated aversive stimuli without a way to escape, will 

result in a state in which the dog will simply submit to their fate and at least temporarily no longer 

feel the motivation to escape the aversive situation, even if escape would once again become an 

option.  

 

Learned helplessness, which is frequently referred to as a state of “shut down” has long been 

accepted as the typical fallout of harsh, aversive training practices. But what really happened 

during the research studies in 1967, when the study subjects (dogs) were confined to a box that 

was divided into two halves by a wall? To make a long story short, one side of the floor was rigged 

to deliver a foot shock, the other was not. After receiving the painful shock, the dogs happily 

escaped to the other side. After a period of time, both halves of the floor delivered aversive foot 

shocks. With escape from pain no longer an option, the dogs finally ceased all further attempts. 

Researchers determined that the dogs have learned that they are no longer able to help 

themselves.  

 

Whether this is indeed learned helplessness or not is still being debated, as later researchers 

claimed that the state of learned helplessness is not learned at all but a default state of the brain. 

Looking at it through the lens of the SEEKING System, the latter seems more plausible. Dopamine 

promotes anticipation and expectancy of something beneficial. If a beneficial/positive outcome 

can no longer be expected, the brain would ultimately slow the release of dopamine and cease 

the behavior that previously looked for a positive outcome. Affective Dog Behavior agrees that 

this is not a learned behavior but rather a chemical response to a hopeless situation. Learning, as 

we know, requires structural changes to the brain.  

 

 

Fixed Interval Schedules 
 

Another learning practice widely used when dealing with dogs, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, whether professionally or non-professionally, is that of creating Fixed Interval 

Schedules (in short: habits and routines). Research in this was done based on the belief that since 

the SEEKING System is able to generate appetitive learning, a predictable schedule should 
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generate anticipatory learning. And guess what, researchers were correct. Thanks to SEEKING, a 

scheduled routine quickly becomes synonymous with the possibility of getting a reward. And not 

just that, but during studies on lab rats, the rats were calm immediately after they received a 

scheduled reward, but the closer they got to the next scheduled reward, the rats got increasingly 

eager to receive their expected treat. Sounds familiar? This is something many of us experience 

on a daily basis.  

 

“I swear my dog wears a watch!” Right? Dogs masterfully adapt to any type of routine that 

promises pleasure. Even if we haven’t consciously established a routine, humans are creatures 

of rhythm, and so, we always have some form of routine, whether we realize it or not. And dogs 

will always adapt to it rather quickly and easily. Once established, breaking the routine (skipping 

or even just delaying a scheduled reward event) usually doesn’t go over all too well and leads to 

increased exploration/investigation and possibly frustration. Sometimes it is just best to keep a 

“schedule structured but fluid”; for example: feed breakfast and dinner, but feed at random (not 

fixed) times. 
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Assignment 

1. What is learning? 

 

2. Can dogs learn during stress? 

 

3. What 3 brain changes support learning, and how will this knowledge help you in 

your work with dogs? 

 

4. How does habituation work, and why is it called “non-associative learning”? 

 

5. What happens in the brain when we break a routine? What is the dominant Primary 

Emotional System involved in this, and how may the resulting issues show 

behaviorally? 

 

6. What have YOU learned about learning, and how did this affect YOUR brain? 
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Module 8 – The ups and downs of stress 
 

Is it fair to say that we are a fundamentally stressed society? Between juggling jobs, family, 

bills, ball games and dance recitals, and whatever else life has in store for us, we are constantly 

on the go. And as if that’s not enough to worry about already, we are forever told that stress is 

bad; that stress can contribute to cardiovascular disease, that it can cause a variety of long-term 

health issues … even kill us. Our research into the more recent - yet not new - science of stress 

shows that this is indeed correct. Does that surprise you? Probably not. What might surprise you, 

however, is that the truth about stress has an interesting twist that most of us are unaware of: 

The power of ones mindset. No, we are not talking about imagination, which is exactly how we 

viewed mindset in the past. Today we know that mindset literally helps regulate the chemicals 

throughout our bodies. And in the case of stress, studies show that whether we believe stress is 

harmful or beneficial has great influence over the amount of the various neurochemicals and 

stress hormones that are released when we deal with a crisis situation.  

 

Kelly McGonigal, PhD (2015), and Alia Crum, PhD, both of Stanford University, are two of the 

leading experts on the topics of mindset and stress, and we find their work to be valuable 

additions to Affective Dog Behavior, as it is based on extensive research studies and it addresses 

why we should probably change the way we look at stress. 

 

In the dog training world, we are quite familiar with the distinction between Eustress and 

Distress. Eustress is the good kind of stress that is brought on by joyful excitement, like the 

anticipation of going to the fair or expecting a long-awaited visitor. But then there is the kind of 

stress that almost makes our hearts stop or, when prolonged, turns into debilitating chronic 

stress. That’s the “bad” stuff that is oftentimes referred to as distress. And because we have been 

taught that this is the bad kind of stress, we try to avoid it. However, that’s easier said than done. 

This “bad” stress can gut-punch you out of nowhere or kind of sneak up on you. And since we 

know how distress can affect us negatively, the same has to be true for our dogs, doesn’t it? And 

so we have developed some more or less effective protocols that help us deal with canine stress, 

ranging from avoiding it altogether to human-controlled redirection, counter conditioning, 

desensitization and overall manipulation of the environment. And the more familiar we are with 

these protocols, the better off our dogs will be, since these protocols are designed to build 

resiliency by changing canine perception. 

 

However: 

We have a built-in mechanism that helps us cope with and 

thrive through stress 
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From looking at the research at hand (Kelly McGonigal and Alia Crum), we understand that 

there are primarily two types of stress that are truly harmful: 

 

➢ Chronic stress and 

➢ the stress that we believe to be harmful 

 

But there is also sufficient evidence of a third type of harmful stress:  

 

➢ sudden physical or emotional stress.  

This type of stress causes a rapid weakening of a specific heart muscle, which can result 

in a condition known as the “broken heart syndrome”. The stressors associated with this 

condition and possibly applicable to dogs are: 

• grief from losing a loved one 

• sudden intense fear 

• sudden severe pain 

• an exhausting physical event 

• certain health conditions 

 

For all other crisis situations, we actually have an innate, built-in mechanism that enables us 

not only to cope with stress but to actually thrive through stress.  

 

Amongst other stress chemicals, those we are most interested in are: 

• adrenaline & norepinephrine  

• cortisol 

• dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA) 

• oxytocin 

 

Note: These chemicals have other, non-stress related functions as well. 

 

Adrenaline & Norepinephrine 

Adrenaline is released in the adrenal glands, which are attached to the top of the kidneys. 

Basically, adrenaline prompts the body (but not the brain) to ready itself for an emergency by 

increasing the blood flow to the muscles, as well as increasing blood pressure, heart rate and 

breathing, and changing the carbohydrate metabolism to boost overall energy.  

Norepinephrine is the same as adrenaline; the difference is the location of release. Unlike 

adrenaline, which due to a blood-brain barrier cannot advance to the brain, norepinephrine is 

released in the brain to regulate stress responses there.  
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Both can be released simultaneously or separately, which explains how we can feel the 

effects of increased adrenaline throughout the body, but still keep a cool head. It is our 

assumption that this is what transpires when we are in a state of FEAR-induced pause (aka 

freeze). 

 

Cortisol  

Cortisol is released from the outer layer of the adrenal glands. Even though it turns sugar 

and fat into energy, and improves the body’s ability to use that energy, cortisol has a somewhat 

negative effect on the immune system and even slows down wound repair. Additionally, during 

stress, cortisol suppresses biological functions, such as reproduction, digestion and growth - in 

this case, these are deemed less important and a possible hindrance to an effective flight or fight 

response. 

 

Dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA) 

The hormone DHEA also comes from the adrenal gland; however, a small amount originates 

in the brain, where it functions as a neurotransmitter. DHEA influences estrogen and 

testosterone levels, and being a neurosteroid, it also has the unique ability to help the brain grow 

as it copes with stressful experiences. Doesn’t that sound promising? Let’s say it one more time: 

 

DHEA HELPS THE BRAIN GROW DURING STRESS!!! 

 

And that’s not even where the magic of DHEA stops, as it also counters some of the negative 

effects caused by cortisol. For example, DHEA promotes wound repair, and it boosts the immune 

system. This correlation between DHEA and cortisol means that the ratio in which both are 

released is vital to the body’s ability to cope with stress in a healthy way. More about this in just 

a little bit, though. First we still need to cover Oxytocin.  

 

Oxytocin 

Is there anybody who has not heard yet of oxytocin? You know the “love hormone”? Unlike 

the hormones we have just mentioned, oxytocin does not originate in the adrenal glands but in 

the brain. It has many functions, but until just recently, we were not aware of the fact that 

oxytocin is released during stress, adding it to the list of stress chemicals. The question is why? 

Why would a neurotransmitter that boosts confidence and promotes social behaviors be 

released in a moment of crisis? Well, for one thing, oxytocin helps us be more social and gives us 

the confidence to seek social connection when we are most vulnerable. Secondly, and this may 

come as a big surprise, research shows that the heart (which is supposed to be at risk during 

stress) is equipped with oxytocin receptors, and when oxytocin attaches itself to these receptors, 

it helps repair stress-related damage to the heart, literally making the heart stronger. 
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The Growth Index of Stress 

Back to the relationship between DHEA and cortisol. The ratio of DHEA to cortisol is called 

the growth index of a stress response. 

 

Higher DHEA = Higher Growth Index 

 

In her book The Upside of Stress, Kelly McGonigal describes how a higher growth index helps 

us thrive under stress. Interestingly, it is associated with increased focus, problem solving skills 

and academic persistence; it also appears to decrease post-traumatic stress symptoms and 

predict resilience in extreme circumstances. 

The Upside of Stress also refers to the work of Alia Crum and her studies of mindset. Even 

though one's mindset does not change the amount of cortisol released during stress, it appears 

that it influences how much DHEA is released. When we view stress as harmful, the release of 

DHEA decreases, negatively affecting the growth index of stress. In a way, that means that 

cortisol, including its negative effects, has the upper hand when we think of stress as being bad, 

and DHEA, which counters the negative effects of cortisol is low. 

 

“It’s not stress that kills you, it’s our reaction to it” 

– Hans Selye 

 

And how exactly does this affect our dogs? 

The biggest takeaway for our work with dogs should be that we truly need to learn to relax 

about stress. Yes, chronic stress is bad all the way around, but the evidence clearly indicates that 

our mind controls the effects of stress. As Kelly McGonigal puts it: “The effect you expect is the 

effect you get”.  

 

In the same way that muscles rejuvenate themselves through strain, DHEA helps the 

brain grow through stress, and oxytocin helps repair stress-related heart damage 

 

These are some important facts to consider when we deal with dogs in stressful situations. 

Of course, since mindset involves complex cognitive abilities and the canine brain lacks the 

complexity of ours, it is doubtful that dogs spend much energy on pondering on the future health 

effects of stress. Dogs seem to live mostly in the moment. When they experience stress, their 

system typically works as intended, provided we do not stand in the way. See, because we view 

stress as a bad thing rather than just another means to survive and thrive, we tend to project our 

negative mindset unto our dogs; a mindset that clearly lowers our release of the much needed 

DHEA. And thus, influenced by our negativity, we try to avoid or at least minimize our dogs' 
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exposure to stressful situations by following carefully developed training protocols that 

oftentimes suggest when and how we should manipulate the environment. This way, we are 

depriving our dogs of the opportunity to cope with stress in THEIR ways; slowing the process of 

building resilience and negatively affecting many other aspects of a dog's wellbeing - from brain 

growth to possibly causing an effect that is not natural to dogs: chronic stress. 

 

There is a good possibility that dogs can pick up on our negative mindsets. Dogs can smell 

cancer cells and the COVID-19 virus; is it possible for their olfactory system to detect the 

imbalance between cortisol and DHEA that arises during negativity? This might be an interesting 

future study topic. 

 

Affective Dog Behavior teaches and advocates for the inclusion of all sciences that help us 

help our dogs feel safer with us but in THEIR ways. Allowing dogs to experience stressors and 

cope naturally is not new to us, only now we have the science that explains why this is important 

in our human-dog relationships. 

 

However, as mentioned earlier, forcefully exposing dogs to stress is a big no-no, as trigger 

stacking, chronic stress and flooding remain to be issues of great concern. Even though it is 

crucial that we allow our dogs to cope with normal every-day stress in their ways, it is equally 

crucial that we first understand what this means  and doesn't mean.  

 

What it means is that when we get into a situation that stresses our dogs, we should allow 

our dogs to express themselves without repercussions. This self-expression is their way of 

communicating their needs to us and to the world around them. More often than not, self-

expression starts in very subtle ways, long before the trigger becomes a matter of urgency - a 

twitching of the ear, biting at the leash, weaving from side to side during the walk - there are 

many ways dogs communicate stress before we typically pay attention. But whether we pick up 

on their communication early or late, what matters is that we listen to what the dog tells us, since 

they are communicating their needs; and unless we help them meet their needs, we are slowing 

down their coping process. Typically, the dog will communicate needs such as "I just want to stare 

at the trigger for a little while and process all the information about it" or "I need cuddles" 

(release of opioids and more oxytocin for a reassuring emotional connection) or "I want to leave 

now", amongst others.  

 

What this doesn't mean is that we should go out of our ways to seek stressful situations we 

can expose our dogs to. What it doesn't mean is that we should force our dogs into stress. 

Anything that doesn’t come natural to the dog is counter-productive and either leads to trigger 

stacking, chronic stress or loss of trust and confidence in themselves as well as in YOU, and it may 
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even result in trauma. Stress is a serious thing with the potential of serious long-term 

consequences, which is why understanding the science behind stress is important. Therefore, 

this chapter is not intended to justify the forceful and prolonged exposure (including flooding) to 

stress, but help in situations when stress catches up with our dogs naturally during everyday 

activities. 

 
 
 

 

Assignment 

1. What three types of stress are harmful and why? 

 

2. Which are the major stress chemicals and in which way do they help us not just 

cope with stress but actually thrive through stress? 

 

3. When does the release of DHEA decrease, and what are the negative 

consequences of this?  

 

4. Why is this information important to know for our work with dogs? 
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Module 9 – Oxytocin, Endogenous Opioids & Dopamine 
 

“The human brain contains no neurochemistries that are not present in the other mammals.”  

-Jaak Panksepp 

 

Needless to say, there are many neurotransmitters that course through our bodies, and it is 

never just one specific chemical that make certain states of mind and/or behaviors happen, 

but complicated concoctions of several. Also, the effect neurotransmitters have on our systems 

are not determined by the type of chemical alone, but by a variety of receptors and their 

locations.  

 

Currently, the number of know neurotransmitters is around 40. Even though we have mentioned 

several others throughout this study book, the three that deserve special (general) mention are 

oxytocin, endogenous opioids and dopamine.  

 

 

The CARE-cocktail 
 

Though dogs were excluded from Dr. Panksepp’s studies, the bonding brain chemistries are quite 

similar across all mammals. It is those chemistries that help explain even cross-species bonding 

and attachment. When all is said and done, social bonding is the magical end-product of two 

opposite emotional systems that live in two individual brains being prompted through specific 

social interactions to collaborate in near harmony. And without social bonding, we cannot 

possibly hope to achieve good human-dog relationships. 

 

The brain chemistries responsible for social bonding, for establishing acceptance, nurturance 

and love, and for creating feelings of security are activated by positive, friendly and supportive 

social interactions, such as play, grooming, gentle/comfort touch, even eye contact. The key 

chemicals, which also possess great anti-aggression and anti-irritability values, are the hormones 

oxytocin and endogenous opioids such as beta-endorphins. Prolactin is another hormone in this 

group, but since not much is known about its effects on dog-human relationships, it is not 

covered in this course.   

 

Social bonding, maternal urges and sexual desires all share the same chemical systems in the 

brain, where they facilitate powerful affective imprinting and create social memories (inter-

species as well as cross-species). Not surprisingly then, research has shown that dogs (and all 

mammals for that matter) prefer to be in the company of those who were present when they 

experienced high oxytocin and opioid activities. 
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Oxytocin 
 

On a neurobiological level, the hormone that assists in regulating male and female sexuality is 

the same as the one that, at least in part, lies at the neural core of the CARE System: Oxytocin. 

 

When we research oxytocin online, it becomes quite clear that society is craving a miracle 

molecule that modulates “love”, and oxytocin is believed to be it and has therefore earned the 

nickname of the “love hormone”. Psychology Today describes oxytocin as a “… powerful hormone 

that acts as a neurotransmitter in the brain. It regulates social interaction and sexual 

reproduction, playing a role in behaviors from maternal-infant bonding and milk release to 

empathy, generosity, and orgasm.” Oxytocin levels increase when we hug, kiss or look into each 

other’s eyes (amongst others), which appears to be enough evidence that this hormone 

promotes the bonding process. And oxytocin also plays a major role during childbirth, 

breastfeeding, even trust building, and it does serve as an antidote to feelings of depression.  

 

But how does oxytocin do this? Is it really possible that one single chemical is responsible for 

all positive characteristics of social bonding? Not quite! See, it appears that oxytocin has and still 

is being credited with many of the bonding properties that actually apply to the release of 

endogenous opioids – in particular to beta-endorphins. With that said, there is no doubt that 

oxytocin is at least to a degree involved in the bonding process, as tests show that oxytocin 

indeed makes us more pro-social; however, that appears to be only true within already 

established relationships and with people we already love, people we regard as friends, people 

in our in-groups.  

 

Given that oxytocin systems are subcortical, in their book “The Archeology of Mind”, Dr. 

Panksepp and Lucy Biven raised the legitimate concern that the effects of oxytocin needed to be 

explored on a primary-process level. Two specific theories arose from this and led to additional 

research:  

 

1) Does oxytocin in fact increase pro-social friendly feelings or does it merely reduced 

stressful anxiety-like feelings that may emerge during social interactions? 

This theory appears to be strongly supported by the fact that the administration of 

oxytocin can cause the reduction of separation anxiety.  

 

2) Is it possible oxytocin increases the feeling of social confidence? 
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Tests performed on quail and chicks, during which they were “given” oxytocin generated 

behaviors that were indeed indicative of heightened confidence; and even in humans an 

increase in oxytocin leads to increased gloating, increased envy, even less defensiveness, 

and several more behaviors, all of which could possibly suggest “social confidence”. 

 

However, this is not where research ended. Based on related studies it was also concluded 

that oxytocin has a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde effect ... cooperative and pro-social towards those in 

our in-group, and the exact opposite towards out-group strangers, to the point even where it 

may increase defensive aggression; loving yet prejudice.  

 

Given these observations, is it still fair to refer to oxytocin simply as the “love hormone”? 

Does that really do this chemical powerhouse justice? Yes, oxytocin plays a vital role during 

intimacy and with other positive social emotions, but we now know that oxytocin is also 

extremely powerful in many other ways, and diverse enough to help us feel: 

 

➢ more loving 

➢ more confident 

➢ more courageous while being less aggressive 

➢ more relaxed and laid-back 

➢ less stressed 

 

However, despite its powers, acting alone, oxytocin does not produce an intense positive 

affective state; rather it relies on the help of many other neurochemicals, as well as on 

environmental feedback.  
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Endogenous Opioids 
 

It wasn't until the 1970s that researchers discovered the endogenous opioid system (EOS). Until 

then, opioid was only known in a synthetic form (exogenous opioids, aka opiates) and greatly 

valued as a painkiller. Unfortunately, opioid also had, and still has, a devastating and worrisome 

side effect: it quickly causes addiction.  

 

In the 1980s, Dr. Jaak Panksepp had the brilliant idea that endogenous opioids might play a vital 

role in social bonding, for example the bond between a parent and their offspring or the bond 

between two mates. During his research, which at times involved exogenous (synthetic) opioids, 

he learned that animals would persistently engage in behaviors that would promise access to the 

comforting connection with a mate or to the drug itself, even if those behaviors had negative 

consequences. Unfortunately, Dr. Panksepp's findings were met with skepticism in the science 

A word about oxytocin: When we engage in eye contact or in positive physical touch and 

play, oxytocin levels rise in our dogs as well as in ourselves. Though research appears to be 

unable to pinpoint its exact functions, to think of oxytocin as a confidence-booster or a stress-

reducer rather than simply a love molecule makes a lot of sense considering how CARE (incl. 

comfort touch and thoughtfulness) provided to a dependent dog appears to build resilience 

to stress triggers. And that is why we suggest that we put the relationship before training and 

goal! 

 

 

WARNING !!!!! 

A word of caution: The Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde-effect also applies to the dog-human 

relationship, and seeking eye contact with unknown or insecure dogs puts you at risk, as it 

can be interpreted as challenging and therefore trigger an aversive physical response from 

the dog, which may possibly result in serious injury. 

_____________ 

Never lock eyes with a dog you have not truly bonded with.  

This may be interpreted as a challenge and lead to a bite. 

 

 (L.A.M.B. Story / Advice # ____) 
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community. The idea that a mother-child bond was similar to heroin addiction was simply 

unimaginable. Luckily, though, not all researchers were closed off to Dr. Panksepp’s theories and 

later confirmed the crucial role endogenous opioids play in the social bonding process. In “The 

Archeology of Mind”, opioids are described as being brain-internal opiate-like transmitter 

chemicals that actively transmit “information” (“states of being”) between neurons.  

 

As with oxytocin, endogenous opioids fulfill a variety of functions, which is primarily due to 

the various types of opioid receptors and opioid peptides found throughout the central and the 

peripheral nervous systems (3 types of opioids and 3 types of receptors). While some types of 

opioid peptides hold key positions in modulating reinforcement processes (positive 

reinforcement) and pain-reduction, other opioid peptides are linked to aversion, hallucinations 

and malaise, and may even suppress the positive reinforcement qualities of natural rewards.  

 

In the wild, where animals engage primarily in behaviors that warrant survival, positive 

emotions lead animals to engage in behaviors with beneficial outcomes and avoid behaviors that 

could possibly jeopardize their survival. When animals associate positive emotional experiences 

with learning, they are more likely to repeat a particular behavior. This is what we refer to as 

positive reinforcement.  

 

Access to resources such as food, water, even mating are the powerful triggers for positive 

reinforcement in animals, which makes food rewards such an ideal partner in animal behavior 

experiments. Such experiments show that opioid peptides and receptors are present in the 

circuits that mediate the processes controlling homeostatic and non-homeostatic food intake, 

even recognize more pleasing food tastes. (Homeostatic food intake regulates the process of 

calories necessary to sustain life; non-homeostatic food intake is driven by a “want” for rewards.) 

 

But food rewards aren’t the only positive “states” modulated by opioids. As we have 

discussed earlier, opioids also play a vital role in social interactions. For example, the same opioid 

receptors that help produce “pleasures” of social companionship (bonding) and pleasing touches 

(comfort touch) can also diminish feelings of bodily pain and transmit a sense of overall 

satisfaction to the brain.  

 

The levels of endogenous opioids that course through our nervous systems are not static. Rather, 

these levels fluctuate from micro-moment to micro-moment. Typically, these fluctuations are so 

subtle that they escape our conscious mind. Nevertheless, our bodies respond to them in ways 

that prompt us to reach out for connection. Next time when you pet your dog, know that a drop 

in opioids triggered this behavior. Next time when you pick up your phone to call a loved one, 

know that this also is a behavior that helps you replenish your endogenous opioids, especially if 
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you feel really loved. These subtle attempts to maintain satisfying levels of endogenous opioids 

are numerous - from hugging a loved one to squeezing someone's hand in reassurance. From 

sitting with someone who suffers from depression to caring for a needy neighbor. As long as we 

can engage in these subtle behaviors to counter minor opioid fluctuations, life is good. But 

sometimes, opioid levels drop more dramatically, i.e. when we lose a loved one or when we end 

a relationship or our attempts to connect are rejected. When that happens, we are overcome 

with feelings of loneliness, grief and sadness. The emotional pain we experience then can be 

excruciating, and is oftentimes accompanied by physical pain, and it's all due to being in a state 

of opioid withdrawal. 

 

When dogs experience subtle fluctuations of endogenous opioids, they will try to connect with 

us in their own ways. Unfortunately, oftentimes we label these attempts as "attention seeking", 

when in reality the dog is in need of endogenous opioids. And when we don't meet their needs, 

they will experience withdrawal symptoms similar to our own. Please note and always keep in 

the back of your mind that all social animals are innately addicted to endogenous opioids. 

Without these opioids, social animals will go through emotional pain as well as physical pain. And 

thus, the brain will call for the body to engage in behaviors that help replenish the much needed 

opioids. Social/emotional connection is the preferred way even for dogs, but without it, the 

animal will be driven to look for other options that will help them meet their needs without us. 

Typically, we label these behaviors as "unwanted". These behaviors are highly involuntary and a 

means to meet a biological need. 

 

Synthetic equivalents to endogenous opioids are, for example, heroin and morphine.  

 

Dopamine – the reward-seeking motivator 
 

Dopamine is a molecule that prompts animals to explore their world rather enthusiastically. 

An increased release of dopamine means that the animal is more aroused in a specific way, 

becomes more inquisitive, more motivated, which then shows in more exuberant SEEKING 

behaviors. When animals are in such an excited state, arousal may start in the depth of the limbic 

system, but follows a pathway that connects this lower region with higher areas of the brain. 

However, dopamine isn’t the only neurochemical that passes through this pathway, but rather is 

a prominent ingredient in a cocktail of neurochemicals that operate together.   

Experimentally stimulating this pathway in humans either by dopamine or by an electric 

current creates “euphoric feelings, interest and anticipation”, even manic behaviors. Dampening 

dopamine activity results in the opposite, a more sluggish, depressed state of mind. 

Synthetic equivalents to endogenous dopamine are, for example, amphetamines and 

cocaine. 
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Assignment 

In your words, tell us about oxytocin, endogenous opioids and dopamine. What makes 

each one of them especially important, when or how are they released in the brain, and 

how do they affect behaviors? 
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Module 10 – The Polyvagal Theory  
 

As stated earlier, the vagus nerve is the main component of the parasympathetic nervous system. 

Connecting the brain and the gastrointestinal tract, the vagus nerve relays an extensive range of 

information from the inner organs (gut, liver, heart and lungs) to the brain and vice versa. With 

its parasympathetic properties in mind, special attention is given to the role the vagus nerve may 

play in treatments of psychiatric and gastrointestinal disorders, which is why we have included 

the basics of the Polyvagal Theory in this course. However, as you read through this section, 

please keep in mind that the Polyvagal Theory is based on theories, rather than scientific 

evidence that goes past anatomy and function of the vagus nerve. 

 

The Vagus Nerve 
 

Anatomically, the vagus nerve extends its long path from the brainstem through the neck and 

the thorax all the way down to the abdomen. In the neck, the vagus nerve lends vital support to 

the muscles that are involved in swallowing and vocalization. In the chest, it provides the heart 

with parasympathetic (calming)  input to help reduce the heart rate. And in the intestinal region, 

the vagus nerve regulates the contraction of smoot muscles and glandular secretion. Along the 

vagus nerve’s path, various receptors in the esophagus, stomach and a portion of the small 

intestine help convert extracellular stimuli (such as from touch, pressure, stretching, sound 

waves, motion or even chemical stimuli) into intracellular signals, and information is sent on to 

various lower limbic areas of the brain. 

In addition to its main role as an afferent messenger between inner organs and the brain, some 

of the responsibilities of the vagus nerve are: 

➢ Regulation of  

• digestion 

• heart rate 

• respiratory rate 

➢ vasomotor activity (constriction or dilatation of blood vessels) 

➢ reflex actions such as 

• coughing 

• sneezing 

• swallowing 

• vomiting 

Note: A third component of the autonomic nervous system that we haven’t mentioned before is 

the enteric nervous system. The enteric nervous system is located within the walls of the 
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digestive tract and is the largest collection of neurons outside the central nervous system. It’s 

primary function is to regulate gut reflexes. The bidirectional connection between the central 

nervous system and the enteric nervous system is referred to as the brain-gut axis. 

It is this brain-gut axis (brain, spinal cord, autonomic nervous system), which is responsible for 

monitoring our physiological homeostasis and creating the connection between the emotional 

and cognitive areas of our brain with our gut. Could this also explain the phenomena of having a 

gut feeling? 

The Theory 
 

While we typically talk about the vagus as a single nerve, research has identified two separate 

branches that each support the following different adaptive functions and behavioral strategies: 

(1) Respiratory sinus arrythmia (the heartbeat changes pace when we inhale and exhale)  

(2) Bradycardia (slow heart rate) and possibly slower rhythms in heart rate variability  

 

The polyvagal theory is based on the premise that the evolutionary (phylogenetic) development 

of the vertebrate autonomic (parasympathetic and sympathetic) nervous system happened in 

three stages, and that each autonomic subsystem is linked to a specific group of behaviors. 

 

 Autonomic 
Branch 

Behaviors Comments 

Myelinated Branch of 
Vagus Nerve: The Social 
Communication 
(Engagement) System 
 

Parasympathetic 
Nervous System 

Vocalization 
Listening 
Facial expression 

This system is found 
only in mammals, 
where is fosters calm 
behavioral states by 
inhibiting sympathetic 
influences to the 
heart and dampening 
the hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal 
(HPA) axis 

Sympathetic NS: The 
Mobilization System 

Sympathetic 
Nervous System 

Fight 
Flight 

This system is 
dependent on the 
sympathetic nervous 
system 

Unmyelinated Branch of 
the Vagus Nerve: The 
Immobilization System 

Parasympathetic 
Nervous System 

Feigning death 
Fainting in reaction to a 
stressful trigger 
(vasovagal syncope) 
Behavioral shutdown 

Dependent on the 
unmyelinated vagus, 
which is shared with 
most vertebrates 
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The Polyvagal Theory conceptualizes these three circuits as dynamic and adaptive, in that they 
allow for varying responses to safe, dangerous, and life-threatening events and contexts. Simply 
put, the Polyvagal Theory suggests that the mammalian autonomous nervous system has been 
evolutionarily organized in ways that allow the animal to adapt its behavioral strategies. Within 
this Theory, it is suggested that the autonomic nervous system is linked to: 

➢ Affective experiences 
➢ Emotional expression 
➢ Facial gestures 
➢ Vocal communication 
➢ Contingent social behavior 
 

At this point, it is really not clear how, if at all, the Polyvagal Theory would apply to dogs, but 
looking at the vagus nerve a bit closer might just trigger some of the aha-moments that have 
become typical for Affective Dog Behavior. Aha-moments such as: the vagus nerve controls 
vocal fold movement ... in other words, it controls vocalization; the vagus nerve is also one of 
the branches of the parasympathetic nervous system, which, as we know, is responsible for an 
animal’s calming state; the aha-moment in this is that vocalization has a calming effect, and 
dogs vocalize by whining, whimpering, growling and barking. Therefore, vocalization is not just 
a means to communicate but also to calm oneself.  

 

 

 

 

 

ASSIGNMENT 

 

There is no assignment for this Module, since the Polyvagal Theory is not yet backed by 

scientific evidence. The reason it was included in this course is for informational purposes 

only and to possibly trigger some aha-moments.   
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Module 11 – L.A.M.B. stories  
 

Congratulations! You have made it through a tough and technical book. As you may have 

noticed, there really aren’t any one-size-fits all protocols, methods or recipes. Every dog 

perceives the world in different ways, every dog has a different past and a different present, 

every dog is dealing with different human-initiated circumstances. But hopefully these cases will 

help you think outside the box; help you re-think how you currently interact with dogs, whether 

on a professional, a volunteer or a personal level.  

 

L.A.M.B. # 1 
The question was:  

How can you tell when a dog needs comfort? 
 

By building a connection. Recognizing that the SEEKING System is always looking for rewards. 

Even in stress. Recognizing that all animals want to feel safe. Watching how the dog acts after a 

stressful situation. Watching how they play and interact with you. Knowing that a reactive mind 

is not a receptive mind. If a dog is unsettled, over-stimulated and not able to focus, comfort helps 

them feel better, and they might need to rest or destress through play behaviors. 

 

Learning how the brain handles stress is important. It’s pretty much the same in every 

mammal. You won’t get much, if you haven’t built a connection. Not with just treats and cuddles, 

but by comfort and being someone they can count on. Without a connection, they won’t ask you 

for help, even after a stressful event. You do have to prove you are worthy of trust, and that 

doesn’t just happen when everything is positive.  

-Scott Stauffer 

 

 

L.A.M.B. # 2 
A success story of CARE and PLAY 

 

Being pretty new to this approach and mindset, I would like to share a success story with 

you, if that’s okay? I’m too lazy to have to objectify and operationalize the whole situation, but I 

think that’s safe here.  

I had a client with a large 60-70 lb mixed breed. Young, energetic, friendly. However, certain 

dogs and their behavior would result in him lunging at them on leash. It may have been 

frustration heading toward aggression, but regardless, he was tense and uptight by the approach 

of certain dogs and some people. 
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To make a long story short(er), we used CARE by petting and interacting when he’d start 

growing tense, then use PLAY after the fact, plus treats thrown in for stuff we liked. 

After 4 sessions (1 x weekly), he almost never lunges at anything passing him, including OFF-

LEASH DOGS that unexpectedly run past/at him. In fact, during our 4th session at an on-leash park 

two off-leash dogs came barreling out of the trees towards him and he showed perfectly relaxed, 

affiliative behavior without lunging or barking! I discourage on-leash greetings but accidents 

happen. We moved on as best we could without the snarling/spinning/lunging they normally 

would have experienced (just a lot of playful excitement). 

This is the first client I have focused on the 7 systems for our entire time together, and I am 

very excited. This is the piece of the puzzle I have been looking for ever since my intro to 

connection-based parenting when I was expecting my daughter 7 ½ years ago! I feel like, with 

pure ABA, it would have taken longer to see the relaxation and enjoyment he clearly had, as 

opposed to the tense “Fine, I’ll do what you ask but that dog is still really bugging me.” 

(submitted by Alyssa Leigh G.) 

 

 

L.A.M.B. # 3 
A Word on Trauma 

 

Trauma is not easy to deal with. Many different experiences can traumatize a dog, 

abandonment, abuse, neglect, you name it. Trauma in a dog is just as serious and debilitating a 

mental condition as it is in humans. 

Oftentimes, traumatized dogs distance themselves from humans, isolate themselves. All 

animals SEEK, so, what do traumatized dogs SEEK? “When traumatized dogs SEEK, it is not just 

about the dog SEEKING safety away from humans.  

Trauma is neurons that have found a fixed pathway in the brain for survival. Those turned 

into reliable behaviors to get the most of basic needs met. Not all trauma is based in FEAR; some 

is in PANIC. 

The brain has found its own way to deal with stressors. It’s been reliable. Escaping everything 

is about as close to learned helplessness as humans can replicate outside a lab. They literally 

learned that survival is better alone. PLAY is the best way to help create a social bond. It does not 

happen unless the animal feels safe. It’s done in a way they feel safe. You can mimic their games 

with them without even touching them. Mimic gestures they do. Playing their way helps problem 

solving, cognitive function and empathy.  

CARE helps the dog feel safe. That’s literally the “maternal instinct”. The release of oxytocin 

and opioids. Both help build bonds. Both can be used to relieve triggers and stressors, naturally, 

because the brain HAS to counter stress.  
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Many times, humans suppress PLAY and don’t use their CARE to be there when a dog is 

stressed out. They leave them alone to cope. So, when you get a traumatized dog that will 

actually use you (or a family member) for comfort, that’s the brain using SEEKING for rewards. 

Most traumatized dogs have learned escaping works. They don’t know there’s another option to 

feeling safe. They need more options than escaping.  

Even shelters apply Affective Neuroscience by just sitting with dogs and letting them SEEK 

information about that person. The dogs can retreat, but not escape. Shelter groups are 

implementing playgroups and finding out that play greatly diminishes almost all issues found in 

shelter life. Not more enrichment, but social activity.  

Therapy programs for highly traumatized kids use PLAY to help with trauma. Using Linda 

Michaels MA Hierarchy of Dogs Needs ® is a good baseline to better understand where a dog is 

with their needs. CARE also means protecting your dog. If your dog is stressed and if they actually 

look to you for help, you can call them to you and tell everyone else to go away.  

Traumatized animals do actually turn to someone for help. We think they want to leave. So, 

we constantly leave. Leaving doesn’t put those triggers on hold to deal with later. They hold on 

to those emotions, memories, smells and predictions until the next time something similar 

happens. Then escape is the next option again.  

So, when they get to a safe spot, they are emotionally drained and sleep. If they look to us, 

you can just sit with them. Sitting with them helps reduce stress through the brain countering 

that stress with oxytocin. Touch helps bring that out, as well. That helps the brain feel a bit better 

to SEEK more rewards. Now you are bonding. You helped the animal feel better during stress; 

enough to even reduce some triggers.  

Yes, they will want to escape, but it will be with a friend. So, it won’t be escaping as much as 

leaving with someone they trust. Their brain will be a little less stressed and they will be able to 

enjoy that walk away, instead of NEEDING TO LEAVE. That will feel better than avoiding the whole 

situation. Then you just started building up more resilience. 

Each emotional system is intertwined to SEEK rewards. Different rewards hit the brain 

differently and cause different behaviors to happen. Behaviors happen AFTER certain reward 

centers are hit in the brain. It’s called a Bottom Up Approach, vs. the Top Down Approach 

followed by most trainers and behavior modification specialists/behaviorists – the Top Down 

Approach is “changing the behavior changes the brain”. Decades of Jaak Panksepp’s research in 

the field of (Affective) Neuroscience demonstrates that this Top Down Approach is not quite 

accurate, for nothing happens without the brain changing chemical output for these behaviors. 

By the time we see or notice a behavior, the brain has already made a “decision” – before it 

becomes observable to us. We can help change brain chemistry in the moment through taking 

care of that need of feeling safe and letting them process that they do in fact have a safe spot in 

that moment. THAT is conscious application of Affective and Social Neuroscience. 

-Scott Stauffer 
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L.A.M.B. # 4 
It’s about the relationship, right? 

 

Lucy and I encountered 5 deer on our walk this morning. This was total trigger overload. But 

it’s not about the walk, right? It’s about the relationship; the relationship between Lucy and me. 

When stress happens, it is time for CARE. Initially, I allowed Lucy to watch the deer and cope with 

the triggers in HER way. When she was ready, I moved on to the next step: COMFORT. I sat down 

in the middle of our dirt road and when Lucy joined me, I started rubbing her back ... slow, deep 

motions. Some dogs like a slow chest rub, too, but Lucy likes the back.  

I could almost see the emotional shift in her; the triggers leaving her mind and relaxation 

setting in. We sat for about 5 minutes. Then we searched for a gopher hole and started digging 

together. (Yes, we both were digging.) This digging is PLAY.  

Trigger – coping – comfort (CARE) – digging (PLAY) 

Why did this work so well? The deer (triggers) caused Lucy’s SEEKING System, and therefore 

her brain dopamine to spike. The physical distance between us and the triggers, as well as my 

calmness allowed her to stand and observe. When she was emotionally ready to turn to me, I 

engaged in cuddles by rubbing her back. Skin is made for touch; the sensations of the touch on 

her skin were being transported to the brain with lightning speed. The brain processed the touch 

by increasing the release of oxytocin (which promotes bonding) and opioids (which made her feel 

good). The digging (PLAY) served as a final stress reliever and an additional bonding experience.    

-Diana Kastner 

 

 

L.A.M.B. # 5 
Dog park intervention 

 

The question of when to intervene between two pups at a dog park came up on a Facebook 

group. The two pups were 4 months (let’s just call her Sadie here) and 6 months old (and we’ll 

call him Jake), with the older one’s rough play style scaring the younger one. Sadie’s mom 

watched for a while, but when her little one was laying on her back, tail between her legs and 

whimpering, she intervened, only to be chastised by one of the other dog owners in the park. 

And the question became: Did Sadie’s mom do the right thing? 

Answer: You were EXACTLY right to intervene!!! And your dog looking for you when nervous, 

scared, etc. is exactly what we want in stressful situations. Dogs look to humans for help. That 

keeps them in a prosocial mindset. Dogs and kids that aren’t looking for help usually learn to rely 
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on defense to feel safe. That’s usually fear behaviors (retreating, appeasement behaviors like you 

saw) and then RAGE (lunging and defense behaviors), and leaving you out of the conversation. 

I am glad you held your dog instead of dragging or redirecting away. You handled that 

situation in a way that your dog needed to feel protected. In the moment. Protecting and then 

handling their emotional needs THEIR way. That’s helping increase your bond with your puppy. 

It’s YOUR dog.  

Next time, I would go to the park and just relax near it and walk around to see if your pup is 

actually interested in going into the park again. Rewarding for just walking with you and random 

check-ins.  

You did right by your puppy! 

-Scott Stauffer 

 

 

L.A.M.B. # 6 
Bailey and the loose Husky 

 

Scott and his client dog Bailey ran into a tricky situation, which he videoed and posted to his 

YouTube channel: Doggie650. You can watch this video at: 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XyjQ0xnRE0M&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR3f5CGGCzN

lMsfEZ0MyL1EE2P8epVYLudDfFIAXjiHT5njrwReSZ1BzHZw 

  

In the following, I am analyzing what happened from the perspective of Affective Dog 

Behavior.  

Video analysis: 

Prior to the loose dog's appearance, the emotional systems Involved were PLAY and SEEKING 

(keep in mind that SEEKING never stops, therefore SEEKING is always involved). 

About 1 minute and 55 seconds into the video, a cyclist appears. SEEKING intensifies and 

engages all senses. Bailey determines neither stranger nor bicycle pose a threat. This is followed 

by a bit more play and more exploration (SEEKING). Throughout, Scott maintained beautiful 

communication with Bailey by thanking her for and rewarding desired behaviors, and by 

acknowledging HER mind processes. 

If and when you watch the video, pay close attention to the 3:14 minute mark. Scott tried to 

initiate PLAY, while Bailey was still intensely following Seeking behaviors. Notice how efforts to 

stop or interrupt an intense seeking behavior does not stop the SEEKING emotion?  

At 3:20, Bailey and Scott spot 2 loose dogs. One turns away, but the larger Husky approaches. 

Bailey has reactive tendencies and goes on the defense. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XyjQ0xnRE0M&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR3f5CGGCzNlMsfEZ0MyL1EE2P8epVYLudDfFIAXjiHT5njrwReSZ1BzHZw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XyjQ0xnRE0M&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR3f5CGGCzNlMsfEZ0MyL1EE2P8epVYLudDfFIAXjiHT5njrwReSZ1BzHZw


63 
 

Affective Dog Behavior  
Level 1 ADB Certification Course   © 2021 -  K9 Life Coaching, LLC 

 

Defensive aggression is facilitated by the RAGE System. It falls into the category of Affective 

Attack/Aggression (aka rage-like attack/aggression). Per Jaak Panksepp, defensive aggression is 

most likely a product of a combined effort of the RAGE as well as the FEAR Systems.  

 

At 3:26, Bailey makes defensive aggressive contact with the loose dog, at this point piloerection 

(raised hair) is not yet apparent.  

Again, SEEKING never stops, unless in a consummatory mode. What could Bailey be seeking 

in that moment of defensive attack? A SOLUTION!!! SEEKING doesn't mean there is a plan.  

Is it true defensive attack, or could frustration (she is leashed, at times she feels tension on the 

leash, albeit self-inflicted) play a partial role? Frustration is also a contributor to Affective 

Aggression.  

What could possibly be a satisfying solution for Bailey?  

1) get rid of the nuisance dog.  

2) relieve the stress.  

The Husky keeps circling, Bailey keeps lunging. By now, the hair is raised on both backs.  

At 3:34, the Husky licks his lips, showing definite calming signals. Bailey continues in her defense. 

At 3:37 Husky also becomes defensive, hair raised.  

At around 3:50, there is a clear emotional shift in both dogs. Hackles down Husky looks at Scott, 

Bailey sniffs Husky's mouth.  

At about 3:57 both bodies loosen up, and Husky's movements slow down. Both dogs shift into 

PLAY mode, with Husky focusing on Scott's face.  

The Husky leaves but returns several more times. Inviting to play.  

How has Scott handled this tense situation? He did two opposing things simultaneously: He 

became a very alert but passive observer, while at the same time he maintained calm 

communication with Bailey.  

Once the Husky left, CARE was in order, as well as a much-needed deep breath for Scott (at 

around 6:09). Oxytocin and opioid release in both promotes their bond and helps release stress 

in both. 6:30 … Bailey's ears are the first indicator of her slowly shifting focus back to Scott. Looser 

body, and renewed curiosity in her environment. SEEKING treats from Scott brings back 

normalcy. 

Thanks to Bailey's resiliency, and thanks to Scott's ability to remain calm, Bailey "bounced 

back" from this mega stressor quickly. 

This is what the majority of dog handlers would do: They would try to intervene in the 

conversation that was clearly going on between both dogs. Interference could be in form of leash 

yanks, maybe attempting to leave the scene “dragging” Bailey along. Interference could possibly 

high-pitched verbal communication, possibly shouting and maybe even kicking or throwing 

objects at the rude intruder. But what happens when we react that way? Chances are that: 
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1) we will distract both dogs and risk the chance that either would recognize important 

body signals, such as appeasement, calming or even more escalating stress signals. 

2) instead of being a source of calmness and confidence, WE ourselves will become a 

trigger.  

3) if we would attempt to leave the scene, the intruder would most likely follow, only that 

this time he would be behind our backs, where we can no longer keep an eye on his 

actions and intentions. 

-Scott Stauffer, Diana Kastner  

 

 

L.A.M.B. # 7 
Of play and places 

 

Dogs only play when they feel safe, and dogs feel safest at places where they have played in 

the past. This is a very valuable piece of knowledge to keep in mind when you explore new places 

with your dog.  

Do you remember what it felt like when you parents took you to the fair? The fairgrounds 

were just bustling with play opportunities. And you were just itching to get in on the action. Guess 

what, you will always associate fairgrounds with something positive. 

Nothing lights up the brain quite as play does. Is it any wonder we have such fond memories 

of the fair or of playgrounds?  

So, how do you think your dog will feel about a new place, if you go all goofy with your dog 

and just play?  But what if your dog is too nervous to play? Then you use your CARE System to 

ease his mind. Then play when he feels safer. And over time, your dog will learn that new places 

aren’t necessarily something to fear but something to play in. 

 

 

L.A.M.B. # 8 
Of dangerous play! 

 

Question from a trainer: Just had an evaluation with a client whose 16 month old muscly dog 

has been showing intense behavior toward guests in home (as well as reactive behavior on walks) 

for 10 months. By this, I mean immediate jumping, humping, and painful scratching/nipping. My 

arms are covered in bruises and scratches as I attempted to meet what I interpreted as desperate 

attempts to distress through play, while still holding him at bay when he got too intense and 

trying to also offer CARE. It was like he was so wound up he didn't know WHAT he needed. The 

client seemed to feel he calmed down faster with me than usual, so I'm hoping I did something 
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right. Their communication up till now has been all about stopping the behavior, sometimes via 

harsh means, so very one-sided. 

I got on his level, which seemed to invite more intensity and switched him to biting/jumping 

instead of humping. I wrestled with him a bit but mouthing got dangerous, so I switched to a toy. 

Client has no rope toys, as he eats them. All his toys are for heavy chewers and he's done some 

serious damage to those, too. So no toys with any safe distance from my hand and he had NO 

control of his bite force, or even what he was biting. So then we did some chase back and forth 

but, again, it switched him into some dangerously intense behaviors unless I stopped and asked 

for a sit before he could engage in something inappropriate.  

He did eventually (30-45 min?) calm down and lay and chew on his toys. He did occasionally 

attach me to hump, and I just used my arm to keep him at a distance, he calmed, i petted him, 

he returned to chewing. He brought me each toy to show me and have me hold while he chewed, 

which was adorable. He's normally chill with mom at home (but follows her everywhere) but goes 

nuts with guests and on leash. 

I couldn't decide what his needs were, so i mixed it up with play and petting, especially since 

he initially wouldn't hold still for touch, he just wanted to hump or jump all over me. But perhaps 

he needed CARE more than PLAY? 

How do you meet needs in this situation while maintaining boundaries and safety? Will it 

meet the need if the owner plays and cuddles when guests visit, even though it's the guests he 

seems to want the attention from? I can't currently imagine it being safe to have the guests 

engage the dog. 

-Alyssa Leigh Giles 

Answer through Affective Dog Behavior (Scott Stauffer): Ouch!!!!! 

But Thank You for taking the brunt end of a suppressed Emotional System.  

You'll be a trusted friend.  

Nothing works properly the first time when you have suppressed PLAY.  

I would definitely have the owners do this with a rope or 2 really cheap leashes.  

My fireworks video with Blue is a great example of frustrated PLAY.  

Highly aroused, almost over stimulated, dangerous to the touch.  

The leash or a long, thick rope helps give him something to take that frustration out while still 

getting personal interaction.  

The problem with you doing it, is that the dog will still look to the guests for relief.  

The owners need to relieve stress with the dog.  

Not just fetch and if they do fetch, then NO chuck it. That exhausts the dog and then they can't 

even think.  

Then let the dog get water and then do calming and repeatable behaviors. Place, down, sit, 

reward for off, etc.  

A dog that crazy isn't fully receptive to cues yet.  
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You got a dog that feels emotionally cooped up. That's dangerous. Never walk a dog with that 

pent up frustration.  

Have the owners do CARE before the dog gets excited.  

Honestly, I get as brutal with a dog as they show me.  

They jump, I do my humanly best to mimic. My hands mimic their mouth.  

If you see the dog get annoyed while playing, toss treats near the paws and slightly behind 

them. Let them eat and say: "let's get water". Then get water.  

Maybe even a couple pets to make sure he's slightly calm so he doesn't choke on water.  

Also check when he had water last.  

He might get excited because he knows you'll meet his needs. 

 

Subsequent question: Ok, so my thought on having the owner do this would be best. I was 

thinking the same thing... I want him seeking comfort and play from her, not the guests. I couldn't 

imagine it going well with the guests 😂 we talked about having the rope only available at certain 

times (when guests arrive, when he seems to need/ask for it), under supervision, since he eats 

them. Would that be ok, or add to the frustration? Unless you have recommendations for a very 

chew proof, safe tug toy? I'm sure the chewing is part of his stress and hoping that calms down 

later, too. 

So no walks until he's better with people in the house, or just only do walks after he's had 

satisfying play & interaction? 

 

Answer: I would use the rope before guests arrive. Use PLAY more often and randomly.  

I kind of feel like they are more strict with their dog with play behaviors because of his size and 

how intense he is.  

He's going to steal the rope and run. That's chase and PLAY. Engaging and wanting interaction. 

They probably wasn't a recall then and don't really get it.  

I would introduce playing before walking or closer to the house than after he's pulled and built 

up frustration and trigger stacked himself. He should be a tad more relaxed, but will be still 

stimulated and anticipating interactions with guests. Old habit now. But should calm quicker.  

After playing and interacting, I'd put him away and then let guests in. Crate, bedroom, use the 

wait cue, backward, wherever he can't get to guests. That's management. Guests are usually 

there for the humans, not the dogs.  

Another thought I have on why dogs do inappropriate behaviors with guests....? 

They mimic us.  

Standing , hugging, handshakes, verbal usage.  

It's just not normal in a dogs brain to greet that way so it's creating a form of frustration in their 

minds. 

That's my thoughts on that anyways. 
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L.A.M.B. # 9 
We dodged the bullet! 

 

The last time I have taken Lucy and Lilu on a walk together, the walk ended in an ugly fight 

that was instigated by Lilu. Lilu has always been a case of extreme reactivity, and so we have 

decided to give both ladies a break and keep them separated.  

Yesterday, I made an exception. For the first time in months, I dared take both girls for a 

walk ... together. Trigger 1: change in our walking routine. I knew that especially Lilu would need 

a lot of reassurance from my part. We started out by feeding the horses. Both ladies are used to 

the horses, but the three  bunnies in the barn were a different story (Trigger 2). Though Lucy has 

met them many times before, they were bad news for Lilu. Time for some reassuring comfort. 

And while I was busy alternating between comforting my doggies and getting hay in the paddock, 

another major trigger (#3), this time in form of a dog, made its appearance, when our neighbor 

came wandering up the road right in front of the barn. With her was scruffy little Dyson happily 

strolling along. Luckily, he was on a leash. Horses fed, we finally started on our walk, just about a 

hundred feet in front of Dyson once we got the road. At some point, we stepped off the road and 

a few feet into the field, just to let Dyson and his mom pass (Trigger 4). Now, with Dyson in front 

of us, we slowed down considerably, and once Dyson gained some distance, it was time to let 

Lucy have some off-leash fun. This was by far the biggest trigger (Trigger 5) for Lilu.  

Five major triggers in short succession is definitely a serious case of trigger stacking, and I 

could tell that Lilu was getting mighty close to her threshold. She was barking and lunging into 

the leash as Lucy loped off in pursuit of a fresh gopher mound. Did I just make a big mistake giving 

Lucy some freedom? I really wasn’t sure, but thinking so certainly put my mind in overdrive.  

The good thing was that every trigger we encountered, I dealt with in a positive way by 

offering lots of comfort touch (CARE) and rewarding behaviors I wanted repeated. While this in 

itself set all of us up in a favorable way, I knew Lilu had to destress before Lucy would return. 

Otherwise, this walk, too, could have ended ugly. I frantically searched my brain for every bit of 

knowledge I ever put in it. It was like going through a storage unit trying to find just the right 

thing you know was in there somewhere. Then, suddenly, after a couple of lunges into the leash, 

Lilu turned her attention away from Lucy and looked at me. BINGO!!! “Thank you, Lilu”, I said and 

handed her a treat. I just scored big time. We connected. She stayed with me. But she still needed 

to destress. First we cuddled (comfort touch – CARE), then I tried to engage her into play. She 

was a bit hesitant at first, but suddenly the Zoomies started. I had to run with her, since she was 

just on a 6’ leash. But this was good, and we had fun. And when we got done playing, Lucy joined 

us again ... Lilu was relaxed, and all was good. We dodged a very emotionally charged bullet.  

-Diana Kastner 
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FINAL ASSIGNMENT 

 

1. Please submit a comprehensive essay about Affective Dog Behavior, what you 

have learned, how it will affect your work with human and canine clients, how 

you will apply this knew knowledge, and everything you believe is important to 

mention. (2000 – 3000 words) 

 

2. Please submit one L.A.M.B. story that tells of an actual case you have 

experienced. 

 

 

 

CONGRATULATIONS – you have finished the 

study part of the course. Next step is personal 

coaching through Scott Stauffer, followed by 4 

months of practical application and final video 

assessment. 
 

 


