Short Case Study

	
	
	Presenting signs:

	Dog’s name:
	Tran
	Escaping exclusively through front door. Did not stay in owners’ presence but spent most of the time in the garden. Coprophagia, own faeces and those of other dogs. Barking at other dogs of both genders when on lead.

	Breed:
	Mongrel
	

	Sex:
	Male neuter
	

	Age:
	5 years
	

	Owners:
	2 F Late 50s
	


Differentials: Escaping/ not wanting to be with owners: Under-bonding to human company. Fear of owners or other stimuli. Attention seeking. Motivation to scavenge or hunt. Territorial behaviour. Play. Investigative. Social behaviour. Coprophagia: Learnt attention-seeking behaviour. Dietary/absorption deficiency. Inadequate exercise and environmental stimulation. Barking at other dogs: Fear. Frustrated play.  
Diagnosis: As there was no evidence of fear of owners or stimuli within the home it seemed reasonable to hypothesise that lack of bonding to the owners/preference to be in the garden were the consequence of under socialisation or previous conditioning. His escaping appeared to be a form of attention seeking; this was always through the front door and Tran would wait outside or in the next garden until fetched. Stimulus deprivation could have been relevant to Coprophagia in relation to puppy play or investigative behaviour and learning during stays in rescue kennels (the last was for 6 months). Vocal behaviour to other dogs was consistent with excitement. Therefore the motivation for barking when on the lead was likely to be frustration, made more likely by the fact that when able to reach other dogs Tran would play in an excited and physical manner. 

Predisposing and initiating factors: Unknown. Tran was obtained from a rescue society six months prior to consultation. He had been previously homed three times and the problems of escaping and barking at other dogs had been given as reasons for return. Timing of the onset of coprophagia was unknown.

Maintenance factors: The owners responded to staying in the garden and escape behaviour by returning Tran to the household. This might have reinforced the behaviour by giving him attention. The presence of other dogs continued to trigger a frustration response. The consumption of faeces was self-reinforcing.

Goals: The owners’ main concern was to feel Tran liked them. Cessation of coprophagia and barking at other dogs would make him more pleasant to live with.

Treatment programme: 

Coprophagia: Stage one: Trans’ diet was changed to Eukanuba so as to make the faeces less attractive through better absorption. Training Discs were introduced as a conditioned stimulus for negative punishment (non reward).  Stage two: whenever the owners identified the presence of faeces Tran was walked up to them on the lead. The handler surreptitiously threw down the discs if he approached them, triggering the conditioned avoidance response developed in stage one.  If he observed but turned away from faeces his response was reinforced with titbits and praise. 

Avoiding owners/wanting to stay in the garden:  When the owners were relaxing in the lounge one of them held Tran in a lead. Tran was ignored until he settled; when he did he was given attention. The owners continued to give attention and titbits intermittently throughout the period he remained relaxed. 

Escaping: Stage one: The type of door handle was changed so that Tran could not let himself into the hall unsupervised.  A dog-gate was placed across the hallway so that Tran could not get to the front door. When the front door was used whoever remained at home produced a toy and played with Tran as it closed.  Stage two: the gate was removed.
Barking at other dogs: (introduced at second consultation) Tran was trained to leave minimal amounts of distraction to receive a game with a toy produced from the owner’s pocket. Once this was established the level of stimulation Tran was called away from was gradually increased, e.g. progressing from calling him away from a stationary toy to one that was rolling slightly. Once the owners were able to call him away from any amount of distraction they used the technique to cause him to turn away from dogs he was aware of and to walk with them in order to get the toy. Through this response substitution Tran eventually looked for the toy when he saw dogs.

Follow up: Second and third consultations at 6 and 12 weeks. 

Outcome: Escaping stopped. Tran would stay with his owners 60% of the time despite being off the lead and the door to the garden open. Tran would show interest in faeces but would not approach them. Vocal behaviour towards other dogs had greatly reduced by 12 weeks.
