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Helping Your Dog Adjust to Post-Pandemic Life

One year ago, our lives changed. We were unable to see ex-
tended family, friends, and co-workers. We were unable to shop
in our favorite local stores or go out to dinner. Many work-
places shifted to allow their staff to work remotely from home.
We learned how to use Zoom and Google Meet for business
meetings, birthday celebrations, and other social interactions.
Shelter-in-Place orders meant that families spent most of their
time at home with their dogs. Dog adoptions increased across
the country, as individuals and families sought animal compan-
ionship for their extended period of home confinement.

Dogs rejoiced! They had their humans to themselves almost
24/1. They enjoyed more walks, belly rubs, and enrichment. It
was doggie utopia! Cats may have had a different interpretation
of the situation, but that’s another column.

Here we are a year later, and gradually, stores and restaurants
have opened back up and we can enjoy carefully distanced
outdoor dining. This spring, with the widespread administration
of the COVID-19 vaccine, people are yanking on the leash to
restart their social lives. They are beginning to meet up with
friends in person. Families are gathering, and people are making
plans for a future not confined to their homes. Businesses are
preparing to bring staff back into the office. While humans are
looking forward to this increased social interaction, what does
it mean for your dog who probably has become accustomed to
steady companionship in his home environment?

Our Companions Director of Canine Operations Marie Joyner
and I discussed how dogs will likely react when life shifts and
returns to “normal,” and what we, as pet guardians, can do to
help them through this transition.

Is it separation anxiety or something more?

Dogs adopted during the past year generally never have been
accustomed to being left alone for eight or more hours per day.
They may experience some degree of separation anxiety when
life becomes normalized and their humans are away from home
for hours at a stretch. More to the point, regardless of whether
they become anxious or not, being left alone will be a new expe-
rience for them. Dogs have become used to having their humans
provide attention pretty much on demand, such as frequent
play outings and potty breaks.

When you resume a typical work schedule and return home

at the end of your work day, your dog may behave in a manner
that is more naughty or demanding than usual. To prepare for
(and hopefully prevent) this behavior, begin working with your
dog now so that they can learn how to control their need for
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immediate gratification, how to entertain themselves, and to
thrive without constant attention from humans.

Signs that your dog is suffering separation anxiety include bark-
ing, howling, chewing, digging, trying to escape, and urinating
or defecating in the house. These symptoms can lead to self-
injury and household destruction, especially around household
exit points. Some dogs may even become agitated when their
humans prepare to leave — pacing, panting, barking, or even
blocking their person from leaving.

Dogs historically have had a purpose in life — to help humans
with specific tasks. Providing enrichment activities helps to hone
this instinct and gives them a renewed sense of purpose. Enrich-
ment also helps to alleviate the boredom and stress that dogs
may feel from being left alone. Prepare your dog now by creating
a cozy place to spend time away from the family, such as a dog
bed or crate in another room. Say goodbye to them as if you

are leaving the house, and offer your dog a favorite enrichment
treat. Enrichment ideas include:

* Kongs
* Nylabones
* Marrow bones

* Toys

Destructive behavior is a sign of separation anxiety.

Visit the Canine Behavior section of the Our
Companions website to find many more fun and
enriching activities for your dog.

Additionally, try to develop a routine to mimic your
normal work or school schedule, in advance of your
shift back to that routine. Get your dog accustomed
to having her walks and meals after work or school
hours. It’s also a good idea to provide some physical
exercise, like a brisk walk or game of fetch, before
you leave for the day. This will relieve some of your
dog’s excess energy.

If your dog becomes distressed as you are mimick-
ing this more normal schedule, try to wait it out.
Most dogs will relax after a few minutes and go

to sleep. If your dog’s anxious behavior persists or
escalates, try to distract him by offering a treat or
toy or other positive diversion and then praise him
once he’s become quiet. Increase the time that you
leave your dog alone until you can trust that he
will be safe and non-destructive. Do not scold or
punish your dog for being anxious or distressed. Your
dog’s behavior is not the result of disobedience or
spite but is a distress response. Punishing him could
result in his becoming more upset and may only
make the problem worse.

Visitors are good!

As we begin to emerge from isolation, dogs need to
relearn how to behave when people visit. They may
be more protective of you, and distrustful of people
entering your house, even when that person may
have met the dog before. Encourage visitors to enter
quietly and let the dog approach them first. When
meeting new people, allow your dog to approach
them at his own pace. Help him associate meet-

ing new people with something positive, such as

a treat or praise.

Let’s Mingle!

Many dogs have grown used to not going to new
places. They, like us, have not socialized in the
typical sense, and they need to rediscover the joys
of playing with other dogs and the company of other
people. Take a walk with friends who have dogs

and establish (or re-establish) healthy dog-to-dog
relationships by rewarding polite behavior with
treats or praise.

Doggie Day Care Etiquette

When you make the decision to return to the office,
devise a care plan for your dog and practice it in
advance. If your dog used to love going to doggie
day care, they may have forgotten how to behave
properly there. Schedule short stints at the day care
or with a dog walker to ease your dog into these
external social scenarios before you return to work
full-time.

The World Awaits...

Most people have not taken a travel vacation in
more than a year. If your dog is not accompanying
you on your upcoming vacation and you plan to use
a boarding kennel or a pet sitter, do a trial run. Take
your dog to the kennel for a few hours or have the
pet sitter stop in while you are at the store. Discover
ahead of time if there are issues that you need to ad-
dress and correct before you leave on your vacation.

One of the activities that we were able to do during
the pandemic was drive around. You probably had
your dog accompany you because most dogs love

to ride in cars. The difference now is that you may
have other people in the car with you and there will
also be more people driving on the road and walking
around outside. Make sure your dog remembers how
to be polite and ride safely in the car.

Positive Reinforcement

Positive reinforcement is good for everyone — people
and dogs. If you feel that your dog would benefit
from positive reinforcement training, Our Compan-
ions offers positive, reward-based training classes to
address common behavior problems and strengthen
the bond between people and their canine com-
panions. Training classes are small and specialize

in teaching about dog behavior rather than just
commands. All classes are designed to be a safe and
positive experience for reactive and fearful dogs and
are held at the Valerie Friedman Program Center in
Manchester. For additional information or assis-
tance, please contact our Helpline at 860-242-9999
or email Helpline@OQOurCompanions.org. Visit www.
ourcompanions.org/dogs/dog-behavior-services for
our fact sheet and additional information.
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Our Companions Canine
Operations Director,

Marie Joyner, receives
questions every day

about dogs and their
behavioral issues.

Marie’s Den answers

some of the more
commonly asked questions.
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