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in the way of their own thinking. Most stress or anxiety management techniques center 
on breathing.  Mindfulness or being in the moment is a remarkable tool in stress 
management.  Normalization of emotion is also very beneficial. It is quite normal to be 
anxious about performing!”  

Dr. Richey sees a similarity between human intervention for anxiety and behavior 
modification techniques used in dogs. “Speaking from the human perspective, ‘perceptual 
restructuring,’ or changing an associated belief, is very successful in alleviating a 
person’s suffering. For example, a person who recently had a car accident might become 
extremely anxious driving near or around the scene of the accident. The person is 
conditioned by ‘perceptual association’ of that previous bad experience. The key would 
be to replace the previous negative association with a more positive one. Here, that would 
be safety. Some common interventions would be: gradual/graded exposure, systematic 
desensitization, and other non-avoidant based methods.” 

Dr. Richey recommends books by Jon Kabat-Zinn or Jack Kornfield, both authors “good 
for anyone who wants to enhance the quality of life.” 

The canine end of the leash 

One of the most common causes of stress in our dogs is our inability to recognize their 
signs of stress instead of some kind of ulterior motive such as being “stubborn” or 
“dominant.” (See sidebar, “Stress in Dogs.”) 

Vicki Ronchette is a Certified Professional Dog Trainer and owner of Braveheart Dog 
Training in Northern California which specializes in training conformation dogs. 
Ronchette’s passion about educating people about stress in the ring prompted her to write 
a book on the topic. Positive Training for Show Dogs: Building a Relationship for 
Success covers everything from early socialization, stacking, gaiting, and standing for 
exam. “I see so many dogs at shows that are highly stressed whose owners believe that 
they are ‘fine’ because they do not know how to recognize that their dog is stressed. 
People need to take the time to learn what stress signals look like so that they can 
recognize them early and help their dogs before they become overly anxious. I can't tell 
you how many times I have seen a dog sniffing the ground because he is stressed only to 
be yanked on the collar by the owner who is saying "NO SNIFF!" Of course, this stresses 
the dog more so he sniffs more, and this time he is lowering his body, he gets corrected 
again and, of course, he sniffs more with a lowered body and now tucked tail and it goes 
downhill from there.”   

Jones agrees. “Stress signals can be quite subtle. Dogs are masters of body language and 
there are sometimes only tiny signals of upset or distress. For example, dogs that are 
uncertain tend to become slower and more cautious in their responses. Trainers might 
interpret this as ‘blowing me off’ and apply a physical correction in an attempt to 
increase the speed of the response.  However, the correction can further ‘poison’ the 
exercise and cause the behavior to deteriorate even further. It becomes a downward spiral 
very quickly.   

Jones says that different dogs react differently when they are stressed, depending upon 
their temperament. “Some dogs ‘stress down’ (perform more slowly and cautiously) 
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while others ‘stress up’ (become more frantic and active). People assume that if a dog is 
active, he must be having a good time, but that’s not true.  The dog likely has become 
overwhelmed and is just mindlessly reacting.” 

Other Factors in Canine Stress 

There are other reasons our dogs become stressed in the ring. 

Socialization 

Ronchette believes that much of canine stress 
results from poor socialization. “I see a lot of dogs 
who have not been properly socialized become 
very stressed in the ring either because they are 
not comfortable with being in that close proximity 
to other dogs or people or to being touched by a 
stranger. All of these things can cause stress in 
dogs. It is so critical that we socialize our show 
dogs well, with lots of different locations, 
different people, and different dogs so that they are really well socialized and comfortable 
in different environments.” 

In Molly’s case, it turned out that the breeder thought that exposure to her other Brittanys 
at home and being crated with her other dogs at shows was all she needed to do. In fact, 
socialization is much, much more than this. The critical socialization period is between 7 
and 16 weeks of age, and it is during this time that puppies need to have good 
experiences with a wide variety of people, places, sounds, and dogs. “If a dog is at all 
fearful or uncomfortable about the show ring, other dogs, or people greeting him,” said 
Ronchette, “he is not yet ready to be entered. You first need to spend some time 
desensitizing the dog and slowly building a positive association with dog shows before 
entering him.” (See the end of this article for step-by-step instructions about 
“Desensitization and Counterconditioning.”) 

Training 

There is a wide variety of training required for each of the different dog sports. 
Competition obedience and agility, for example, both have reputations for requiring 
extensive training. The myth about the conformation ring is that next to little training is 
required.  

Ronchette disagrees. “It does look pretty simple, but it's actually quite a bit more 
complex. The actual behaviors are pretty straightforward: gait, stack and be examined by 
a judge. But even the simplest of behaviors needs to be taught. Some people do little or 
no training with the dog probably because they believe the behaviors are so simple, and 
then they expect the dog to be able to perform these behaviors in a strange environment, 
with a boatload of different distractions, including other dogs and people around, and 
then get frustrated when the dog doesn't ‘perform.’  This, in and of itself can create stress 
in the dog. People competing in obedience or agility would never dream of competing 
with a dog that wasn't prepared for the ring, but conformation people do it all the time.” 
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Some trainers also believe that how you train plays a critical role in how the dog performs 
once in the ring.  Jones believes that understanding the role of “classical conditioning” is 
key. “Training methods based on force, punishment, pressure or aversives are associating 
stress and anxiety with the behaviors that are being taught. When the behavior is cued, 
those unpleasant emotions are automatically triggered as well.” 

Jones puts on her professorial hat and explains the science behind what happens when 
dogs associate bad things with specific cues or exercises: “Classical conditioning is a 
type of learning that involves making ‘stimulus–response’ associations. The stimulus 
(anything that the learner can perceive) automatically triggers a response. The response 
can be a behavior, such as an eye blink, or it can be an emotional state, such as fear. We 
actually learn emotions through this process. Classical conditioning is an ‘invisible’ 
process. Most people are not at all aware of it or how it works, but it is always in play and 
has some very powerful effects. In dog training, you are not only teaching behaviors 
through ‘operant conditioning’ (i.e., behavior–consequence learning), you are also 
classically conditioning emotions that become associated with the behaviors.” 

In a case of negative association in agility training, an exhibitor found her dog avoiding 
the A-frame completely after her instructor grabbed her dog and threw it back onto the 
bottom of the A-frame after he had not stopped. The instructor did not understand the 
affect of classical conditioning when she used such forceful techniques. Fortunately, the 
dog was able to be retrained by a different instructor who lowered the A-frame and 
started over, using treats the dog loved, and teaching him to touch his nose to a small 
target at the bottom of the A-frame. Now, he charges up the A-frame with confidence and 
stops at the bottom without hesitation. 

Jones sees the results of classical conditioning in training obedience exercises. “A cue or 
situation becomes ‘poisoned’ when it takes on an unintended negative emotional 
association. So, if a dog learns that ‘Rover Come!’ is often followed by a 
correction/punishment, he will soon dread hearing that cue. If a dog learns that the 
performance ring is a scary place because his handler starts acting very strangely, then he 
will associate the ring with uncertainty and stress and try to avoid it. If a dog is corrected 
with a strong punishment for making a mistake in a training exercise, that exercise now 
becomes associated with unpleasant consequences.” 

Jones, who is owner-moderator of the clickcompobed Yahoo discussion list, recalls a 
case in point with her own first obedience dog, Katie, a black Lab. When she first started 
training Katie, she used collar corrections for being out of heel position. “The cue ‘heel’ 
had become associated with unpleasant events (the collar corrections) and resulted in 
lagging,” said Jones. “When I got to Utility, I knew I needed to use a signal only for 
heeling and decided to re-teach the exercise in a much more positive way. I gave Katie a 
crash course in ‘clicker-trained heeling 101’ and only associated it with rewards and a 
hand signal. Her heeling improved dramatically as long as I used the hand signal, but it 
reverted back to lagging if I forgot and used the verbal cue to heel. The difference was 
quite dramatic!” 
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1. Determine how far away the stranger can be and your dog is still relaxed and not
threatened. This will be your beginning “threshold.” It is important to keep your
dog “under threshold” at each stage of this training. Any signs of stress and you
are probably going too far too fast.

2. Get some really yummy treats that your dog will only get in the presence of
strangers.

3. Be sure to relax, yourself! (Think about how you normally stand or sit when you
are talking to a good friend.)

4. Have the stranger approach from an angle (not straight toward your dog) and only
come as close as you’ve determined to be the initial threshold.

5. As soon as your dog notices the stranger, start giving him tiny little pieces of the
yummy treat.

6. The stranger should only stay in place for 30-60 seconds, and then leave.
7. When the stranger leaves, stop giving your dog treats. Wait a few minutes before

having the stranger come back.
8. Repeat this 4-6 times in your first training session and then take a break until

another day.
9. Repeat these steps until your dog show signs that he now likes the presence of the

stranger because it means he gets good treats. He might look for the treat as soon
as he sees the stranger, or he might wag his tail.

10. Decrease the threshold just a short distance at a time and only when you see that
he is happy to have the stranger in proximity.

11. Gradually have the stranger come closer. As your dog gets more comfortable with
the stranger, the stranger might be able to look directly at your dog, talk to him,
reach part of the way toward him, etc., until he can touch him.
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