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As a dog owner, it can be upsetting when you have a dog who barks 

excessively, often at seemingly random things, or who digs up the yard. 

Maybe he barks and lunges furiously at unfamiliar dogs or exhibits other 

seemingly “bad” behaviors. 

  

All of these (and other) unwanted behaviors have something in common... 

they may indicate that your dog is actually feeling anxious. And when a dog 

is anxious, often the owner is too! 

  

There is good news, though! While these behaviors can indicate your dog is 

feeling stressed, there are many simple, dog-friendly, and fast ways owners 

can help relieve anxiety and eliminate unwanted behaviors in their dog.  

 

The very first step in solving the problem is identifying the cause, if 

possible. Some common causes of stress and anxiety include: 

 

 Under-occupied or bored 

 Overwhelmed by certain activities or exercises 

 Pain 

 Lack of training/not sure what you expect from him 

 Lack of consistency in training and/or daily routine 

 Separation anxiety 

 Neglect 

 Loud noises 

 Owner anxiety: many people believe dogs pick up on their 

owner’s anxiety and scientists are investigating how this occurs. 

This could be by odor or body language or both. A study by 

Biagio D’Aniello and his colleagues at the University of Naples 

tested whether dogs could sniff out human emotions by smell 

alone and found that dogs who were exposed to “fear smells” 

had higher heart rates, sought more reassurance from their 

owners, and showed more signs of stress than dogs who were 

given scents from people who were not feeling fearful.  
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While there are many causes and symptoms of stress, some of which 

require professional help, below are ten behaviors and/or signals your dog 

may be feeling anxious along with how to change them.  

 

 

 

Dogs communicate through barking so they should be able to bark to warn 

you of impending danger or if they are playing outside. However, it is 

important to deal with nuisance barking related to fear or over-excitement. 

 

 

What You Can Do 

 
Make sure your dog is getting enough 

exercise, both mentally and physically. 

This will reduce their need to bark 

because you are providing the 

stimulation your dog needs. Taking up 

an activity like scent discrimination, 

agility, or one of many other dog-sports 

also provides the dog with mental and 

physical stimulation while creating a 

great bonding opportunity for you and 

your companion. 

 

If you notice your dog is barking at 

passers-by from the window, an easy fix 

is inexpensive window privacy treatments. Owners can install these 

themselves, and window treatments limit what the dog can see out the 

window, reducing his tendency to bark.  

 

 

             Barking excessively 
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A few more helpful tools you can try include problem-solving toys to help 

keep your dog occupied and treat dispensers that pop out a treat after a 

certain length of silence, rewarding the dog for their quiet behavior.  

 

 

Here’s a simple tip to teach your dog to stop barking on cue. Dr. Ian Dunbar 

has a great method for this:  

 

Encourage the dog to bark (this 

can be done by having someone 

ring the doorbell after you say 

“speak”). Praise the dog for 

barking.  

 

Once he has learned to bark on 

cue, teach him the "quiet" cue. Ask 

him to "speak,” and when he starts 

barking, say "quiet" and stick a 

treat in front of his nose. He will 

stop barking to sniff the treat.  

 

When he stops barking, give him the treat. Soon he will bark when you cue 

him with “speak” and will stop barking when you cue him with “quiet.” 

 

 

 

 

 
Electronic Bark Collars may seem like an easy way to stop barking, but 

these collars can traumatize a dog and are not ideal for dogs with anxiety. 

Yelling at or hitting a barking dog is also not advisable as a dog can 

become more fearful. 

 

 

 

 

THE FOLLOWING IS NOT ADVISABLE 
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Car rides with your dog should be an enjoyable experience for both of you. 

A dog who barks or lunges in the car quickly becomes a danger by 

distracting you (the driver).  

 

 

What You Can Do 

 
Restraining your dog with a seatbelt harness 

restricts the dog’s movement and prevents lunging 

(not to mention, keeps them safer in the event of 

an accident). You may also consider crate training 

your dog so the crate becomes a comfortable, safe 

place. This allows you to crate your dog while 

traveling. 

 

If your dog barks at other dogs, people, or other 

things outside the car, then using a material cap called a “calming cap” may 

help. A “calming cap” is a cap that fits comfortably over the eyes to help 

reduce how much the dog can see. Many owners find this tool to be 

effective at keeping their dog calm in the vehicle.  

 

 

 

 

No one likes coming home to see their belongings ripped to shreds, or not 

being able to take your eyes off your dog in fear that they will start chewing 

something they’re not supposed to.  

 

 

 

            Barking and lunging in the car 

 

            Being destructive 
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What You Can Do 

 
A destructive dog is often under-occupied and frustrated. For any dog who 

is stressed by lack of stimulation, enrolling in a course to teach the dog a 

new thing or two will help. You can find these courses offered both as in-

person or online classes.  

 

Another easy trick is to take advantage of mealtime by feeding your dog out 

of food dispensing toys. Not only does this stimulate his mind and occupy 

the dog, it also helps stretch out the meal. 

 

If your dog plays well with other 

dogs, he will also benefit from 

regular playtime with dog pals. 

Not only is play mentally 

stimulating as the dog develops 

and practices good play skills, 

play between dogs is also 

important for the development 

and maintenance of social 

skills.  

 

Dogs with proper social skills are great playmates for other canines. They 

will “self-handicap” and take the partner’s abilities and behavior into 

account so they play at their level. For example, an adult dog may lay down 

to play with a smaller dog.  

 

In play, gestures like the play bow communicate that the inviting dog’s 

behavior is just meant in fun. Play is important for the formation of social 

bonds (so your dog makes friends) and communication. A play bow 

preceding a quick approach from one dog to another is an invitation to play 

that allows the invitee to respond with a friendly gesture indicating his or 

her agreement to play. Playtime also provides exercise and teaches 

coordination.  
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However, dogs who do not follow the rules of play, such as barging in on 

others, are shunned by dogs who are playing politely. Play can be a great 

outlet for an otherwise stressed dog. 

 

If you don’t have friends with dogs, or if you just want to keep your dog 

occupied throughout the day while keeping his socialization skills in tip-top 

shape, you may even consider doggy daycare. Doggy daycare is becoming 

increasingly popular and affordable. A quick Google search will provide you 

with a list of nearby options to choose from. While a single session of 

daycare often runs around $25-$30 for the whole day, buying your care in 

packages can reduce the cost significantly -- sometimes bringing it down 

to less than $18 a day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Want to find a great daycare but not sure what to look for? 4Knines has a 

great article to help you decide which daycare is right for you and your dog!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://4knines.com/
https://4knines.com/blogs/4knines-blog-home-page/features-good-dog-daycare
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Digging is a very natural behavior for canines, and you will find that some 

breeds are prone to do it more than others. Dogs may dig to escape an area, 

find the source of an interesting sound or smell, create a cool spot in the 

heat, or as part of their natural denning instinct. However, digging can also 

be a stress reliever. 

 

 

 

What You Can Do  

 
Enriching the dog’s environment with interactive toys, meal dispensers, 

mentally stimulating games like nose work or agility, or providing a dog pal 

will often reduce the digging the dog is doing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            Digging 
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Displacement behaviors are normal behaviors which are shown out of 

context, such as scratching when your dog isn’t itchy.  

 

 

What You Can Do 

 
Try to identify what might be stressing the dog and remove the stressor. 

This could be another dog staring in a threatening manner or a training 

exercise which is too difficult for the dog’s current level. 

 

 

 

 

Fleeing can indicate that your dog is stressed by the situation at hand. 

Rather than escalating to fighting, dogs will often try to flee the situation.  

 

 

What You Can Do 

 
Allowing a dog to flee prevents your dog from escalating to fighting. Of 

course, most dog owners want to work through these situations if they have 

an anxious dog who reacts to everyday situations.  

 

Helping a nervous dog to feel comfortable in a stressful situation can help 

eliminate their need to leave the situation. Often this is something that 

requires a professional reward trainer or behavioral consultant. 

 

 

            Displacement behaviors 

 

           Leaving or trying to leave a situation (fleeing) 
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Panting when not hot or tired, showing changes in the eyes (such as 

showing the whites of the eyes, blinking rapidly, staring), changes in the 

position of the ears, and vocalizations like growling can all be strong 

indicators that a dog is stressed.  

 

 

What You Can Do 

 
We often see and hear these signals from dogs who are being hugged, 

stared at, kissed on the face, or leaned over. All of these human behaviors 

should be avoided as they are the top behaviors that can lead to a dog bite. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

            Changes in body language 
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If you notice your dog pacing or refusing to settle in one place, this is a 

strong indicator that they are stressed and unsure of what to do. 

 

 

What You Can Do 

 
Putting your dog into a routine can be very beneficial. Dogs thrive with 

consistency and predictability. If your dog knows when to expect mealtime, 

exercise times, and training times, you will likely see them relax because 

they know when and what to expect in terms of daily activities. 

 

 

 

  
Reactivity to other dogs can be a sign of stress and anxiety, especially if 

your dog has had a traumatizing experience in the past. However, if you 

notice a sudden onset of reactive behavior in your dog who is otherwise 

calm, please see your vet for a thorough checkup as this change in behavior 

could indicate a change in health.  

 

 

What You Can Do 

 
Reactive dogs generally respond well to behavior modification and rewards. 

They can also participate in and benefit from confidence building activities 

that do not require them to share space with another dog (scent 

discrimination is a good one).  

 

            Inability to settle 

 

            Reactivity to other dogs 
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Owners of reactive dogs can help their dogs by learning the early signs of 

stress displayed by reactive dogs when leashed and encountering other 

dogs -- even at a distance. These more subtle signs, including licking the 

lips, yawning, turning the head away, showing the whites of the eyes, 

and/or attempting to leave, indicate the reactive dog is uncomfortable long 

before they escalate to barking, lunging, growling behavior.  

 

 

 

 
Dogs who vocalize excessively, destroy items, and/or soil in the house 

when left alone or are separated from a favorite person are stressed. They 

are not “mad” about being left alone as people sometimes think. Although 

the dog has no control over these feelings, the good news is that many 

dogs can learn to stay home alone without feeling anxious.  

 

 

 

            Separation or isolation anxiety 
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As Applied Animal Behaviorist Dr. Patricia B. McConnell states in her 

booklet, I’ll be Home Soon, “There’s no question that dogs can have strong 

emotions, and that some dogs behave as though they are in a state of terror 

when their owners leave.”  

 

 

What You Can Do 

 
Skilled professionals and resources in the forms of books and videos are 

easily available to help owners of these dogs. The video “Separation 

Anxiety. Both Sides Now” by Nicole Wilde and the books I’ll be Home Soon 

by Patricia B. McConnell, Ph.D. and Treating Separation Anxiety in Dogs by 

Malena DeMartini-Price are all good resources.  

 

To begin helping a dog relax 

when they are alone, create a 

“safe” zone in your house. It 

might be a room, a pen, or a 

crate (depending on the dog) 

where the dog goes to enjoy a 

favorite toy, chewy, or stuffed 

food dispensing item.  

Technology can also help 

during this process: cameras 

that communicate with your 

cell phone can let you know 

how the dog is doing when left 

alone, a ball that you can control with your phone allows you to see, play, 

and communicate with your pet while you’re away, or using an online 

service like Rover (or even the neighborhood kids) to check on your dog 

throughout the day. 

 

If your dog gets along well with others, this is another time when doggy 

daycare may be a great option! 

 

 

http://www.startplaydate.com/
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Some other common causes of anxiety and stress in dogs that tend to be 

more short-term include:  

 

 Thunderstorms  

 Fireworks  

 Traveling in the car 

 Vacuum cleaners 

 

 

Here are a few handy tips that 

can help with your anxious dog 

when these triggers occur. 

 

If you have a dog who is 

terrified of thunderstorms or 

stressed by traveling in the car, 

resulting in defecating, teaching 

your dog to do his business 

outside when asked is a great 

way to help keep the dog 

comfortable and avoid messing 

in the house or car. This 

training progresses quickly if the dog is fed on a consistent schedule and 

elimination time is predictable. 

 

To teach this, associate a word with the act of eliminating. You might notice 

the dog sniffing the ground, moving back and forward, or running circles.  

Once you notice that they are starting a movement, or if they are the type 

that just walks and starts squatting, start associating the cue word (for 

example, it could be “get busy”) until they finish their business. After they 

finish immediately reward them. Pretty soon if he needs to go, your dog will 

eliminate on cue. 
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Other ways to help a dog who is stressed by events is to create a safe 

space for the dog. 

 

This can be a room, a crate, or a pen. To encourage the dog to love this 

quiet space, leave the door open and place a few of their favorite things in 

the area such as a comfy bed, water, chew sticks, or other favorite 

chewable objects. Before long, the dog will like going in and finding a nice 

surprise. As he gets more settled in the area, you can close the door for 

short periods of time and give him something nice to occupy himself with. 

  

 

Another natural solution to 

try is “dog appeasing 

pheromones.” These 

pheromones mimic the odor 

a nursing mother gives off 

and are calming for dogs. 

Pheromones are species-

specific so it’s important to 

purchase one for dogs. They 

come in room diffusers, 

collars, and sprays and can 

be effective.  

  

Another approach you may not have heard of is Tellington TTouch 

(TTouch.com). Tellington TTouch builds self-confidence and self-control so 

an animal can adapt and adjust to a variety of situations and settings.  

 

In TTouch, items called “body wraps” are used. These are ace bandages 

wrapped in a specific pattern around the dog’s body. The “Thundershirt” 

works in a similar way and both have had reportedly great results in 

calming fearful dogs. The idea of the body wrap is that gentle pressure on a 

dog’s body can help calm the nervous system. 

  

 

 

https://ttouch.com/
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If you feel like you’ve tried it all, sometimes medication is the best course of 

action. A veterinary behaviorist can determine if this is the best solution for 

your pup and prescribe medication to help your dog through terrifying 

events. Your vet should also work with you to create a treatment plan for 

your anxious dog. 

 

 

 
 

 
Dogs love to be rewarded for work done, so avoid correcting the dog, scare 

tactics, and harsh equipment. You also need to make sure you are always 

setting your dog up for success during training. Challenging your dog with a 

task or command that he is unlikely to successfully achieve not only 

frustrates your dog, but it can damage your bond and your dog’s 

confidence... especially if the mistake is followed by punishment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No matter what is causing your dog stress,  

the right type of training can do wonders in making 

your dog feel better. 
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Of course, always make sure that anyone caring for your dog is treating 

your dog humanely and respectfully. They should be rewarding good 

behavior and treating your dog as you would. Be sure to research 

professionals and check that they are both qualified and kind. 

 

If you think that your dog may be under-worked, stimulating activities can 

be really helpful in managing stress. Here are a few favorites: 

 

 Scent Work 

 Agility 

 Clicker Training 

 Dock Diving 

 Rally-O 

 Tricks 

 

 

If you’re not sure where to start, 

teaching your dog some new 

tricks at home is an easy way to 

get started!  

 

Clickersolutions.com has many 

great ideas and instructions on 

how to teach a wide variety of 

tricks to dogs in a very dog-

friendly way. 

  

One simple trick to start with is 

“shake a paw.” One way to teach this trick is with the dog in the sitting 

position and have a treat ready. Touch one of the dog’s front legs. 

Generally, a dog will lift the leg, and you can reward that with a treat. Once 

the dog is lifting the leg as you touch it, you can ask the dog to “shake.” 

Pretty soon your dog will associate the word with the behavior and you can 

begin to phase out the treats. 

 

 

http://www.clickersolutions.com/
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Now that you have some tools and information under your belt, you can try 

some of these at home to see what works best for relieving your dog’s 

stress. Keep in mind that some dogs need more help with reducing their 

stress. In these cases, working with a Certified Behavior Consultant or a 

Veterinary Behaviorist is recommended.  

 

By trying new activities, training, buying (or making) some new toys, 

enlisting the help of dog and human friends, or investing in professional 

help, feeling stressed can be a thing of the past for many dogs!  

 

 

 

 

 
 

One of the best ways to help your dogs feel happy and at ease is to take 

them with you to do fun things outdoors! Time out in nature and attention 

from their owner are two of the best remedies for doggy stress. It can be as 

simple as a stroll in your local park or as adventurous as a day-long hike or 

a visit to the lake. If you love getting out and about with your pup, check out 

4Knines dog car seat covers which allow you to take your pet everywhere 

with you without worrying about the mess in your car.  

 

Want more tips and strategies for having a healthy, happy pet? Read more 

on our blog at 4Knines.com. 

 

 

BONUS TIP 

https://4knines.com/collections/all
https://4knines.com/blogs/4knines-blog-home-page

