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FEATURE

What Highly Fearful Dogs Teach
Us About What They Need

By Risé VanFleet, PhD, CDBC, CAEBI

n 2007, I fostered an unsocialized young dog from the herding rescue where I had been

volunteering. She was from a puppy mill several states away that had been shut down, and upon

arrival at the rescue, she climbed a very high fence and disappeared into the woods nearby.

She was just over 6 months old when she arrived, and she was not recaptured for another
two months. She had no contact with humans during her puppyhood. She was deathly afraid of
everyone and everything, where the slightest change in her environment resulted in uncontrollable
shaking and extremely avoidant behaviors for days. She paced wildly, panted heavily, engaged in
wide-eyed staring, frantic hiding, jumping, climbing, and crashing through gates in an attempt to
escape, and hunkered down refusing to move. The only motivation I could find was her desire to
get away from everything. She refused to eat for weeks, even when I left chicken and hamburger
out in the room for her overnight. We could not give her medication because of this, along with
the fact that taking her in a car to the veterinarian would be risky and make things much worse.
She was hypervigilant and rarely slept, always watching us.

My primary question when I agreed to foster her was “How far can she come from this unsocialized,
terrified place?” At the time, there were books about fearful dogs, but nothing that was very helpful for
a dog rhis fearful. I did get a single page of tips from Best Friends Animal Sanctuary, but it seemed no
one had much experience at the time with a dog who was so intensely fearful of virtually everything.

I had no illusions as I embarked on this experiment, but as a psychologist and play therapist, I had
worked with children with severe trauma and attachment disorders for many years, and I knew
that creating some semblance of physical and emotional safety was a necessary first step. I had read
hundreds of books and attended enough workshops and conferences on dog behavior and training
that I knew I had one route to take—to let Katie lead the way; to listen to what she was trying to
communicate with her behavior and keep trying things to see which ones helped her calm down. I
also had a unique assistant—my dog Kirrie who was an expert player and who had already helped
a very fearful cat by initiating play. Following Katie’s lead and letting Kirrie break the ice with play
worked beautifully, but not at all quickly. Enough tiny signs of progress along the way reassured me
that we were on the right track.

It was a long slow process, but I learned a great deal. Katie never left our family, and she lived 16
years. She turned out to be a pretty “normal” dog who could be off leash on our property with a
great recall, who eventually played with many other dogs, and who even surprised me by joining
a workshop I was holding on Animal Assisted Play Therapy® to show the group of 10 unfamiliar
people that she knew a thing or two about clicker training. I kept extensive notes on our process
for four years and less detailed ones on her remaining years. I wrote articles about our first year’s
journey and some of the lessons learned (VanFleet, 2011, 2013, 2014a, 2014b, 2023) and have plans
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for a book in the next few years on our adventure together along with
further information gleaned from another 50 extremely fearful dogs
who have added their own stories of recovery.

This article is intended as a summary of key suggestions for trainers,
rescues, foster and adoptive families living with extremely fearful or
shut-down dogs. There are other very useful books and resources on
fearful dogs (Jacobs, 2008; Wilde, 2000), so this article focuses on
those who are at the extreme end of fear. These are the dogs who
refuse to eat, who pace incessantly, who run away from anything that
moves, who would rather crash through gates and hurt themselves
than stay with humans or even other dogs.

Based on my 18 years of living and consulting with dogs who are
terrified and/or shut down, the following options are usually helpful
when working with the people responsible for the care of the dog. The
sequence and choice to use any specific intervention depends entirely
on the dog’s reactions. At no time are the dogs lured or pushed. The
items are described from a foster or adoptive home situation, but
they still are relevant for a rescue or shelter environment with some
adaptation.

1. PROVIDE AT LEAST TWO SAFE PLACES FOR THE DOG.
This might be a crate if the dog is comfortable with them, or simply
a comfortable dog bed or rug in a corner of the room. The corner
should be away from areas where people frequently move. The
corner should have good visibility of the whole room. Dogs often
want to be away from people but observe the environment carefully
and continuously. The two safe places might be determined by
where the dog initially chooses to go.

2. ENSURE AN EXIT ROUTE. Whether the dog remains in the
safe spaces or chooses to go into other living areas of the home,
it's important to make sure that there is an obvious way that the
dog can move freely to one of the safe spaces. People should not
surround the dog, nor should they inadvertently block the dog’s
route from one area to another that might feel safer.

3. SLOW DOWN. This is the suggestion I give most frequently.
People, including trainers, are eager to see progress, and they
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sometimes try luring, reinforcing, or giving the dog a nudge to get
them to do something other than sit in a corner. Sometimes they
suggest hand-feeding the dog or petting them while they are in a
crate. Quite often this tendency to entice, teach, approach, or touch
the dog is counterproductive. The dog might not be responsive to
people at first, or even run away from them. Often these dogs stay
in their safe spots and watch what goes on in the home. This is a
key part of the process of adaptation for dogs—they are gathering
information. Such information allows them to see patterns of
behavior of others in the home — people, other dogs, cats. They
also notice sequences of events. All of this information provides
some predictability, and when an animal feels out of control of his/
her environment, the next best thing is being able to predict what
is likely to happen next.

4, TRYTOPUTASIDE ALL EXPECTATIONS THAT YOU HAVE.
This is difficult because we often are not aware of our expectations.
When we acquire or agree to care for such a dog, we might have a
picture of what the dog will look like when the fear is gone. Our
expectations are sometimes revealed by (a) what we had hoped the
dog would be like, (b) the behaviors we think we want or need to
change, (c) what others have told us about what to expect, (d) the
ways in which we imagined they would respond to our care, (¢)
our ideas about lure-reward or marker training that have worked
with other dogs, and (e) the frustrations we feel when the dog does
not respond as quickly or at all to our attempts to connect. There
will be time later to revisit these expectations, but until the fear
is reduced, most human expectations or well-meaning desires will
add pressure to the dog in unintended ways.

5. HELP CLIENTS LEARN BASIC BODY LANGUAGE AND
STRESS SIGNALS. This is key for their ability to communicate
with the dog. Understanding how the dog might feel about
people’s behavior allows humans to make better decisions that
will respect the dog’s needs. We humans tend to be intrusive
with animals, and only if we observe and respond carefully to
their messages will they begin to feel safe with these scary, tall,
two-legged beings. If the dog gives signals of distress, and we
recognize them and respond by providing greater distance or
changing our behavior, it can gradually build a sense of safety. It
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is of immense help when people try to see the world through the
dog’s eyes. For example, consider a very fearful dog who refuses
to go upstairs within the home. Looking at the stairs from the
dog’s vantage point might give clues about the refusal. A high
bank of steep stairs might look like a formidable mountain to be
climbed to an unknown place. For a dog with many fears and no
confidence, this could seem to be too much.

6. MOVE INDIRECTLY AND SLOWLY AROUND THE DOG.
We know that even well-adjusted dogs interact with other dogs
using an indirect process. They curve rather than move straight-
on to others. Direct behaviors can be a sign of threat or aggression
to them. Extremely fearful dogs typically respond better to people
who do not approach them directly, instead moving very slowly
in a sideways or even backwards manner. Approaching the dog
should be minimized, but when we need to connect their leash
to take them outdoors or other tasks, it is better to walk in slow
motion and in a curving pattern, with our back or side facing
their direction. The use of peripheral vision is also better than
direct eye contact.

7. BE AWARE OF YOUR HEIGHT AND POSTURE WHEN IN
THE SAME PHYSICAL AREA AS THE DOG. I've noticed many
times that shut-down dogs become more tense or show more stress
signals when people are standing at full height, and especially if
moving. While we cant expect people to walk around in a crouch
all the time, if we want extremely fearful dogs to gradually perceive
people as being safer, we must be aware of our height, posture, and
movements. Trying out different positions when spending time
near the dog and watching for the dog’s response is valuable. People
should avoid looming over the dog, i.e., bending from the waist
over the dog from a position directly in front. Sometimes sitting in
a chair or even on the floor turned sideways can bring a less fearful
reaction. In the early weeks with my own highly fearful dog years
ago, I learned she was somewhat comfortable only when I was 15
feet diagonally across the room, lying on the floor with my back to
her. If I tossed meat across the room to her from that position, she
would eat it, but not at any other time. Fortunately, she didn’t seem
to mind “flying meat,” although some dogs might.

.

RELAZATION, CONFIDENCE & FREEDOM

8. CONSIDER MEDICATION. While medication can help take
the edge off a dog’s fear, it presents a challenge in some cases. A trip
to the veterinarian could be nightmarish for a dog who has recently
been placed in a new environment, but veterinarians often need
to see what they are dealing with. Some veterinary behaviorists
provide distance consults where they can see the dogs behavior
without the need for an office visit. Another challenge can be dogs
who are so fearful that they refuse to eat, so the problem becomes
how to get the medication into the dog. The other items in this list
are designed to reduce the sense of threat the dog might feel so that
eating eventually occurs, and as the dog begins to show small signs
of adaptation, medication becomes possible.

9. TRY TO BE VERY PATIENT. This is not a quick process. It can
take months, and sometimes years, before the dog feels reasonably
comfortable in multiple situations, with unfamiliar people, and
even with all family members. Since many caregivers expect
changes sooner than they typically occur, canine professionals help
by giving clients a forewarning that this takes considerable time,
especially in the beginning,

10. ENGAGE THE HELP OF OTHER FAMILY DOGS. Although
this is not always possible, other dogs in the family who are stable,
confident, and playful can help in numerous ways. We can simply
allow the shut-down dog to watch the other dogs in their daily
interactions with their people, and we can provide opportunities
for the dogs to engage with each other. Once again, we follow the
fearful dog’s reactions and never encourage or permit anything
other than friendly, relaxed interactions for short periods. It is
quite natural, once they gather enough information and have some
initial short interactions, for a very fearful or unsocialized dog to
gravitate toward other well-regulated dogs. This typically happens
before they begin to form significant bonds with human family
members, but not always.

11. LET THE DOGS PLAY. This is one of the most effective
interventions that I have used to break the ice, but it takes careful
planning and the right dog who has excellent play skills. We know
from key researchers’ and behaviorists’ work (e.g., Bekoff, 2004;
Burghardt, 2005; Kiufer,2013; McConnell & London, 2008;
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This is not a quick process. It can take months, and sometimes
years, before the dog feels reasonably comfortable in multiple

situations, with unfamiliar people, and even with all family
members.

Panksepp, 2005; Schaefer & Drewes, 2014; VanFleet, 2019) that
play has social bonding and healing qualities. Endorphins and
oxytocin are released in play such that feelings of fear and anxiety
are alleviated. The trainer might have a dog who is suitable to
introduce to the client’s fearful dog, but more often, one can evaluate
the play skills and inclinations of dogs within the family or even the
rescue. The play must be of the dogs” own choosing, however, and
must take the form of dyadic rough-and-tumble play rather than
play that is orchestrated or rewarded by people. The play needs to be
healthy, of course, with turn-taking, breaks, mutual engagement,
and both dogs exhibiting healthy play signals. The play becomes
its own reward. We provide the opportunities and then wait to
see if play develops. Play opportunities should be supervised to
ensure safety and prevent stressful or overwhelming interactions,
but this is done from a distance. Offering an opportunity for just 5
minutes, twice a day, seems sufficient at the start. Dogs need to feel
safe in order to play, and as always, the dog who does not engage
in play sets the tone and pace. The involvement of other dogs can
form a bridge, but it’s the fearful dog who must decide to cross it.
After the very fearful dog begins to show more engagement with
people, some gentle human play can be tried, including making
play bows, simple hand-paw games, and more. As with all else, the
human can make simple, unobtrusive play gestures to learn if the
dog is ready and willing to engage in play.

12. USE A DRAG LEASH IF NEEDED. During the early days
with my own highly fearful dog, someone had suggested using
a waist-leash to tether the dog to me. I did try it and noticed it
heightened her fear considerably, so I stopped. I've conducted
consults where people had been using hands-free leashes. These
other dogs reacted the same. It appears that they feel “caught” and
too close to the human, which can exacerbate their sense of having
no control. On the other hand, there is the reality of needing to
take the dog outside to eliminate. If the dog is still at the stage
of running away from all people, using a drag leash might be
necessary. It is preferable to remove the leash if and when the dog is
crated, and reattach it before allowing the dog outside the crate the
next time. It can then be attached to a longer line to give the dog a
chance to move more.

13. AVOID UNFAMILIAR PEOPLE AND EDUCATE VISITORS
WHEN THEY COME. As much as possible, it is good to avoid
having unfamiliar people come into the home near the shut-
down dog’s safe spaces. When that cannot be avoided, the
caretakers of the dog need to educate them in advance to prevent

44 Building Better Trainers Through Education

them from approaching the dog or even acknowledging the dog.
Social gatherings or meals are best held in a room where the dog
can see or hear very little.

14. USETHEDOG’S NOSE AND EXPLORATORY BEHAVIORS.
Once the dog shows interest in high value foods, such as chicken,
more options are available. Jaak Panksepp’s (2005) affective
neuroscience work on the emotional pathways in the brain
suggest that two distinct systems appear able to counteract the
more negative emotional states—the PLAY system and the
SEEKING system. We've already briefly discussed the value of
play. Because dogs have an amazing olfactory sense, giving them
a chance to use it in conjunction with exploration can be very
helpful. Three examples are particularly useful. First, using the
Sprinkles™ intervention (Hopkins, 2014) has been shown to
build confidence in very fearful dogs. This is more than simply
tossing treats and letting the dogs find them. It involves the careful
placing of strong smelling and tasty morsels, such as salmon,
covering a wide area of lawn where the dog sniffs and consumes
them for approximately 10 minutes. The human caregiver simply
watches from a distance and notes the body language of the dog.
Very often, Sprinkles™ is followed by deep and restful sleep.
Second, the noncontingent version of Treat /Retreat (Clothier,
1992) is an excellent way to build agency for the dog. The dog
is never lured closer, and the dog has complete choice as to how
close to approach the human. Chicken or other high value items
are tossed beyond the point the dog has indicated as his or her
safe distance. If the dog chooses to come closer to the person, the
person steps back and maintains that previously safe distance.
This can be adapted for inside play if the home has a large
enough room. Third, snuffle mats allow dogs to do some short
and contained exploration and can be used indoors. As the dog
begins to engage more and more, other scent and search games
can begin.

15. MAKE TIME AND SPACE FOR THE DOG TO TRY. As the
dog’s fearful behaviors moderate a little, it becomes more possible
to ask the dog to engage in other ways, even including some very
simple training activities. This is not a time to let up on our self-
awareness, though. We need to continue to watch our postures
and the amount of space we are giving the dog. Sometimes in
our excitement following progress, we can crowd or rush the dog
who might be willing, but cautious, to try what we are wanting.
Patience and space are still the rule as we watch them figure out
what we are asking them.



While this list is not exhaustive, it provides some key basics in
working with extremely fearful and shut-down dogs. As trainers, we
must be aware of our own levels of acceptance and patience with the
dog. Sometimes there is pressure placed on us to make things happen
faster, but we need to resist those pressures and instead educate those
who might never have encountered dogs like this before. Unrealistic
expectations can come from other canine professionals, rescue and
shelter personnel, and the foster or adoptive families who struggle
with the dog’s behavior every day.

I want to note some trainer and behaviorist considerations for these
latter individuals and families who likely are disappointed or frustrated
with the dog who is not meeting their expectations of a new family
companion. They need our empathy. It is very difficult to adjust one’s
lifestyle around a dog who is this fearful. It’s difficult, day in and day
out. Furthermore, they usually do not have a frame of reference for
what these dogs are supposed to look like and how they will know if
progress is being made. Perhaps the most important part of our job
as the canine professional working to help the highly fearful dog’s
adjustment is to help the humans who are trying their best to help the
dog. They need to know that their range of feelings is normal under
these circumstances. They also need us to help them see the tiny steps
that indicate progress. Once they begin to notice those little steps
forward, they usually like to share them with us so we can celebrate
with them. Examples include the first time the dog eats a treat by
hand; runs by a person’s hand dangling from the side of a chair;
jumps up on the couch next to another family dog for 3 seconds; runs
down steps on his own; sleeps in the presence of people; walks into
the kitchen for 5 seconds while dog meals are being prepared. On
the other hand, there can also be discouragement or concerns that
the dog might not ever improve. We need to show understanding of
that as well. I often suggest that they create a written list of the small
“wins” that they observe, keeping track of what new behaviors they
see and when. Then, during moments of discouragement they should
get out the list and read it. Helping them keep their focus on what
they have already accomplished and the next small steps forward can
counteract the frustration that can sap their motivation.

I started out with my own terrified dog wondering how far an
unsocialized, feral, and traumatized dog could go. The answer
provided by that dog as well as approximately 50 others with whom
I've consulted is “a very long way.” Every dog I have worked with
has become a significantly more relaxed family companion. Some
have become indistinguishable from “normal” dogs while others have
retained a few quirks, but all of them have reached a point of feeling
safe after which they blossomed more quickly into the dogs they were
meant to be.

Risé VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC,
CAEBI is a licensed psychologist, registered
play  therapist-supervisor, ~ certified  dog
behavior consultant, and certified animal
ethology and behavior instructor with 50
years of experience in mental health and 30
years working with animals. She is the
Jfounder of the International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy®
and trains professionals throughout the world in thar modality which
emphasizes reciprocal human-animal relationships and animal agency and
well-being. She also specializes in working with highly fearful, unsocialized,
and traumatized dogs. She is from Boiling Springs, Pennsylvania.
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