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Lecture objectives

Impact of the COVID19 pandemic

• Determine diagnosis

• Create treatment plan

How to approach a presenting complaint



Lockdown impact on owned dogs
➢Majority of dogs had a change in routine
➢Christley et al. Animals 2020

➢Decreased frequency and duration of walks
➢Christley et al. Animals 2020

➢Owczarczak-Garstecka et al. IJERPH 2021

➢Vucinic et al. JVB 2022



Lockdown impact on owned dogs
➢Escalation of pre-existing behavior problem
➢Bowen  et al. JVB 2020

➢Ribiero et al. JVB 2023

➢Dog Trust UK Survey

➢26% developed new behavior problem

➢82% increased barking/whining at owners

➢54% increased hiding & retreating from 
people



Where did these pandemic puppies 
come from? 
➢Majority owners did not consider getting a puppy prior to the 
pandemic lockdowns

➢Most decisions influenced by pandemic and likelihood of having 
more time for a dog

Packer et al. Animals 2021



Where did these pandemic puppies 
come from? 

Owners were more likely to be

➢First time dog owners

➢Have kids

Owners were less likely to

➢Use a breeder that did health 
testing

➢View the puppy prior to purchase

Packer et al. Animals 2021



Where did these pandemic puppies 
come from? 
➢Puppies were likely to be
➢Younger

➢Collected away from breeder property

➢Seen without littermates

Packer et al. Animals 2021



Behavioral impact on pandemic puppies
➢When restrictions lifted, increase in fear and 
aggression observed in dogs
➢Boardman & Farnworth Animals 2022

➢Fear & aggression increased in those 
undergoing socialization during lockdown
➢Sacchettino et al. Veterinary Sciences 2023



Behavioral impact on pandemic puppies
➢During lockdown, dogs were left alone 
significantly less often & less duration
➢Christley et al. Animals 2020

➢Harvey et al. Animals 2022
➢At lockdown, separation anxiety signs 

decreased

➢Over lockdown, more dogs developed 
separation anxiety 

➢The dogs with less departures had greater 
risk of developing separation anxiety



Application of these concerns go beyond 
a pandemic
➢Change in routine
➢Retirement

➢Job change 

➢Relocation

➢Novel experiences

➢At-home working



What is the consequence of lack of 
socialization?



Strangers                   → guests, partners, children 

Other dogs                 → inter-pet conflict

Other animals          → conflict or anxiety with animals

Environments          → anxiety in new places (vet)

Handling                   → intolerance to procedures

Lack socialization    → Future decreased coping ability



Recognize fear in history and exam



Some fear responses are more subtle



Approaching behavior with the 5 Ms
M Medical: rule out other differentials

M Motivation: what’s the emotional state?

M Management: safety & avoid rehearsal

M Modification: change emotion / behavior

M Medication: dial down motivation
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Behavioral vs Medical



With information, 
formulate differentials 
and diagnostics 
necessary to rule out



Gather info 
to rule out 

differentials
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Proactive 
behavior 
history 

leads to early 
detection



Avoid labels and interpretations

Crazy



“What does 
that behavior
LOOK like?”



A behavior diary can reveal patterns & progressions



Get a mental picture of behavior sequence



Address needs efficiently? 



Treatment 
Plan
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Meeting patient’s 
needs may prevent or 
resolve motivation

https://onlineschool.instinctdogtraining.com/





https://onlineschool.instinctdogtraining.com/

Lickimat



Proactive superior to Reactive response



Reactive: avoid additional drama



Punishment is contraindicated



Proactive: 
avoid triggers 
/ antecedents



Practice makes perfect



Prevention of rehearsal is also important



Avoidance increases safety



Buys time until 
additional help 
is reached



Risk Factors



A broken human-animal bond is a risk factor



Patient welfare 
(mentally/physically) 

compromised



Additional risk factors



If you can predict it, you should prevent it



How to manage 
safely: 

PhysicalAudio

Visual

Distance



Avoid times 
and locations



Visual barriers



Auditory barriers

MuttMuffs

Pawnix



Physical barriers



Humanely 
gain control 
of physical 

actions
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Behavior Modification: 
Focus on “DO” instead of “Do Not”



Sensitization
Increased response to repeated stimulus



Desensitization
Decreased response to repeated stimuli = gradual & controlled



Counter Conditioning
Change emotional response 



Desensitization & Counter conditioning
Gradually increasing intensity while pairing with positive (food)



Desensitization & Counter conditioning
Gradually increasing intensity while pairing with positive (food)



Desensitization & Counter conditioning

You’re likely already doing this!



Sidebar: 
training support 
is not all equal



Trainers educated in science of learning 
are valuable



Not all “trainers” are equal
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Medication goal to decrease poor emotion



“Medication” go beyond pharmacology

NutraceuticalsPharmaceuticals



Neurotransmitters 
have their own 
neuronal pathways to 
influence behavior



There are many 
different 
neurotransmitters

NorepinephrineSerotonin

Acetylcholine Dopamine



Psychopharmacologics modify levels of 
neurotransmitters 

Behavior 
medication

Serotonin



Each case is unique with special considerations



Needs, risk, health status & meds, owner perspective 
influence psychopharmacological choice

Medication



Health monitoring
•Physical exam, 

•Complete Blood Count, 

•Chemistry profile,

•Total T4 and 

•Urinalysis

**Prior to starting and repeated yearly



“Daily”
BASELINE, MAINTENANCE, STANDING AS NEEDED, ADJUNCT, SECONDARY

“Event”



Daily drugs are given on 
a daily basis 
- take time to see full 
beneficial effects
- smoother effects



Indications for a daily drug are chronic or 
unpredictable conditions

Generalized anxiety

Urine Marking

Separation anxiety

Compulsive disorders

Fearful behavior or aggression

Inter-pet aggression

Cognitive Dysfunction Syndrome

Examples: 



Daily drug classes
Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors (SSRI)

◦ fluoxetine, fluvoxamine, sertraline, paroxetine

Tricyclic Antidepressants (TCA)
◦ clomipramine, amitriptyline

Monoamine Oxidase Inhibitors (MAOI)
◦ Selegiline

Azapirones
◦ buspirone

Next Lecture



“Event” Drugs are given (a 
few hours) prior to stressful 
events 
- fast onset of benefit
- shorter duration of effect



Indications for event meds are short and 
predictable conditions or as an adjunct

Veterinary visits

Car travel

Separation anxiety

Noise phobias

Changes in home (new baby, pet, visitors)

Examples: 



Trial dose 
recommended to 
assess efficacy 
before use



“Event” Drugs

▪ Gabapentin

▪ Serotonin Antagonist Reuptake Inhibitor
▪ Trazodone

▪ Benzodiazepines 
▪ Alprazolam (Xanax), Lorazepam (Ativan), Clonazepam (Klonopin)

▪ Alpha-2 Agonists
▪ Dexmedetomidine oromucosal gel (Sileo)

▪ Clonidine



Gabapentin



Gabapentin binds 
Ca2+ channels to 
modulate 
excitatory 
neurotransmission



Gabapentin (generic)
Neurontin (human)

Uses: 

Anticonvulsant 

Neuropathic pain modulation

Antianxiety properties



Gabapentin
➢Dosing: 
➢Dogs: 7-10mg/kg PO PRN (to start, 

could titrate up to 50mg/kg)

➢Cats: 50mg to 100mg per cat PO PRN (20mg/kg PRN)

➢Time to effect: 2-3 hours

➢Duration of action: 6-12 hours



Gabapentin
➢Side effects: sleepiness/sedation, vomiting, ataxia,

➢Eliminated unchanged in the urine (reduce dose 50% in renal insufficiency)

➢Caution commercially available liquid compounding has xylitol



Serotonin Antagonist 
Reuptake Inhibitor (SARI)



SARIs inhibit 5HT reuptake, antagonize 
some 5HT2 receptors and affect 5HT1A



Trazodone (generic)
Desyrel (human), Oleptro (human)

Behavior Uses: 

Travel

Veterinary visits



Trazodone
➢Dosing: 
➢Dogs: 3-10mg/kg PO PRN 

➢Cats: 50mg to 100mg per cat PO PRN 

➢Time to effect: 90 minutes

➢Duration of action: 6-12 hours



Trazodone
➢Side effects: sleepiness/sedation, gastrointestinal upset, agitation



Benzodiazepines



Benzodiazepines increase the sensitivity 
of GABA receptors and potentiates them



GABAergic systems 
regulate functions 
such as vigilance, 
anxiety, muscle 
tension, epileptogenic 
activity & memory



There are many different benzodiazepines 

SHORT DURATION

Diazepam 

Midazolam

LONGER DURATION

Alprazolam 

Lorazepam 

Clonazepam

Oxazepam

And there are many more…



Benzodiazepines
ALPRAZOLAM (XANAX)

Doses: 

Canine: 0.02-0.1 mg/kg PO PRN

Feline: 0.125-0.25mg/CAT PO PRN

“Rescue type” drug
◦ Aroused = less effective

LORAZEPAM (ATIVAN)

Doses: 

Canine: 0.02-0.1 mg/kg PO PRN

Feline: 0.125-0.25mg/CAT PO PRN

No liver metabolites

More liver sparing

injectible



Benzodiazepines have a fast onset of 30 to 
60 minutes and duration of 6 to 8 hours



Benzodiazepines

➢Most common side effects include sedation, increased appetite and 
gastrointestinal upset

➢May have amnesic properties and rebound anxieties with abrupt stop

➢Less common (but concerning) side effects include behavioral disinhibition & 
paradoxical excitation



Benzodiazepines are a controlled 
substance (schedule IV in USA)



Alpha2 Agonists



Alpha2 agonists binds alpha-2 receptors 
preventing release of norepinephrine 



Alpha2 agonists
Clonidine

Dexmedetomidine oromucosal gel (Sileo)

Uses: 

FDA approved for firework phobia (Sileo)

Travel

Vet Visits

Kopivaara et al. Vet Record 2017
Amat et al. IVBM 2017

Kopivaara et al. IVBM 2017
Ogata & Dodman JVB 2011 



Clonidine
➢Dosing: 
➢Dogs: 0.01 – 0.05mg/kg PO PRN

➢Time to effect: ~60 minutes

➢Duration of action: 6-12 hours 



Dexmedetomidine oromucosal gel
➢Administration is OTM & reversible

➢Dosing: 
➢Dogs: 125 mcg/m2 (follow packet insert) 

➢Cats: unpublished & anecdotal use

➢Time to effect: 20-40 minutes

➢Duration of action: 1-2 hours, can be redosed x5



Alpha2 agonists
➢Side effects: sleepiness/sedation, gastrointestinal upset, ataxia

➢Can impact heart rate & blood pressure, usually within normal limits



Follow up



Re-evaluate often & adjust when needed



Still unsure about 
what to do?

Consider Referral



Diplomats 
of ACVB



Resources



Decoding 
your 

dog / cat
by ACVB



Blackwell’s 5 minute 
veterinary consult
Canine & Feline Behavior 

By Debra Horwitz



AVSAB Position Statements



Resource:
Veterinary 
Psychopharmacology 
by Sharon Crowell-Davis



drpankratz@animalbehaviorclinic.net
www.AnimalBehaviorClinic.net

mailto:drpankratz@animalbehaviorclinic.net

