DESENSITISATION &
COUNTER-CONDITIONING
Changing how your dog feels about something can be
important for your dog’s welfare and to prevent problem
behaviours including aggression.
What is it?
‘Systematic desensitisation’ is a
technique used to treat phobias
and anxieties. The animal is
exposed to whatever they are
afraid of, but at a level which does
not trigger a fear response. For
example, a dog who is afraid of
going to the vet, might - as a first
step of a desensitisation program
- be taken to the front door or
into the waiting room without
actually having a vet exam. The
level of difficulty is then gradually
increased until the previously scary
trigger can be presented without
causing a fear reaction.
Desensitisation is often used
in combination with ‘counterconditioning’ (an application of
‘classical conditioning’) to change
the emotional response of an
individual to the opposite of what
they originally experienced. So, if
an animal hates the vet clinic at
the beginning of the treatment,
they will actually love going there
at the end of it.

When is it used?
Desensitisation & counterconditioning (DS/CC) is used to
change an animal’s behaviour
in cases where the behaviour
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originates from fear. Domestic
animals experience various types
and levels of fears and anxieties
and many problem behaviours can
result from it, including aggression.
DS/CC can be applied to anything
from mild cases, e.g. if an animal
is uncomfortable being brushed, to
full blown fears and panic attacks
such as thunderstorm phobia or
separation anxiety.

How does it work?
We all form associations in our
brains between various events,
people, objects or situations which
we encounter throughout our lives.
Some associations may trigger
positive emotions while others
trigger negative emotions. For
example, if you get sick every time
you travel on an airplane, you will
soon hate air travel.
Fear is an emotion which is
particularly easy to establish. It can
take just one traumatic event.
The DS/CC program aims to
override an existing negative
association by creating a new,
positive association. This is done by
exposing the individual gradually
to an increasingly more and more
realistic version of whatever they

fear (that’s the desensitisation part)
and by giving them something
they really, really like, such as a
tasty treat, immediately after the
presentation of the fear-evoking
stimulus (that’s the counterconditioning part). Each level
of exposure needs to be low
enough to keep the animal ‘under
threshold’, meaning below the
point where the reaction starts.
The pairing of the sub-threshold
stimulus and a tasty treat is
repeated until the animal shows a
clear positive emotional response
when the stimulus is presented
(the animal anticipates the treat).
The level of the stimulus can then
be increased and the procedure is
repeated at the more difficult level.
The correct sequence of events
is vital for the animal to form a
positive association. The ‘problem’
stimulus has to be the tip-off for
the dog that treats are coming, i.e.
the stimulus always has to come
before treats appear on the scene.
This is rarely an easy protocol to
work through, especially for deepseated fears. Please do not hesitate
to seek professional help.
Never punish an animal for a
behaviour which is caused by fear.

