Behavior

STRESS CAN TRIGGER COMPULSIVE DISORDERS

The likely cause is the interaction of genes and environment

By Elissa Wolfson.
(article)

Is your otherwise good dog driving you to distraction repeatedly snapping at shadows or chasing his tail for hours?  Alice Moon-Fanelli, Ph.D., certified applied animal behaviorist and clinical assistant professor at the Cummings School of Veterinary Medicine at Tufts University, recalled a classic case:

A client’s Bull Terrier would spend much of the day staring at reflections and pouncing on shadows, she said.  “He’d stare at his water bowl and refuse to drink, apparently because of the reflection.  Eventually, we resorted to using a rabbit-sized water dispenser wrapped in a towel to get him to drink.”

Dogs exhibiting such compulsive behaviors may end up in animal shelters or worse.  “Seriously affected dogs may be euthanized if owners and veterinarians aren’t aware of treatments available,” said Dr. Moon-Fanelli.

Chasing, other predatory pursuits and grooming are all normal dog behaviors that once were essential to their survival in the wild.  Today, some dog owners unknowingly reward behaviors like tail chasing or retrieving objects, believing they’re “cute.”

“But normal behaviors become problematic when performed to excess, “Dr. Moon-Fanelli said. A dog with a compulsive disorder is often unable to terminate the repetitious behavior.  His normal patterns may be disrupted to the point where he would rather perform the behavior than go for a walk, come when you call him, or even eat or drink.  Understandably, this is frustrating for both dog and owner.”  

Obsessive-compulsive disorders, whether in humans or animals, are repetitive, relatively unvaried behavior patterns that are exaggerated in intensity, frequency and duration.  In dogs, they include pacing, spinning, tail chasing, shadow chasing, flank or fabric sucking and over-grooming.  People suffering OCD may wash their hands excessively or return home repeatedly to make sure they turned off the stove.

In young dogs, compulsive behaviors often appear before they reach sexual maturity and are exacerbated by stressful situations.  In some cases, the behaviors have a high threshold or expression – the need exposure to strong stimuli before being activated.

Frequently, the trigger or cause of the behavior is likely to be the interaction of genes and environment.  For example, behavioral observations suggest compulsive tail chasing is derived from a predatory instinct gone awry.  “Today I suspect there is a genetic basis for most compulsive behaviors,” Dr. Moon-Fanelli said.

One reason: Some breeds are prone to certain types of compulsive behaviors.  For example, Doberman Pinschers tend to exhibit flank sucking and fabric or blanket- sucking disorders, while tail chasing or spinning tends to occur in Bull Terriers and German Shepherd Dogs.  Large breeds, such as Golden and Labrador Retrievers, more frequently than other breeds persistently groom the lower extremities of the limbs, resulting in lesions.

Simply diverting a dog from the behavior isn’t ineffective.  Once a behavior has reached compulsive proportions, the dog has no ability to terminate the behavior.

Arousal Levels

Because compulsive tend to progress if untreated, the sooner owners recognize it, the sooner they can deal with it.  Dr. Moon-Fanelli first suggests a veterinary visit to rule out underlying medical conditions.  Next, she advises owners to examine the dog’s environment and his management, looking at any aspect that would trigger stress or increase arousal levels for compulsive behavior.

For example, dogs are social animals, and leaving them tied outside can make them feel ostracized –in addition to being vulnerable to predators and theft.  Dogs who live indoors tend to feel more included and secure.  However, compulsive behavior goes well beyond being lonely or bored, Dr. Moon-Fanelli said.  “It’s a medical disorder of as yet unknown neurological origins.  Although many neglected dogs do not develop compulsive disorders, the stress of insufficient social interaction can certainly be a trigger for a dog predisposed to developing compulsive behavior.”

Dogs also need more mental stimulation than the living room sofa provides. Whenever possible, owners should take their dog to work with them, on errands, and especially outside to hike or retrieve balls. Obedience classes serve a double purpose.  They allow owners to spend time with their dog, while giving the dog a job to do. These approaches can help avoid separation anxiety, boredom and loneliness and frustration – and compulsive behaviors they may trigger.

For compulsive behaviors that can’t be interrupted, that interfere with normal functioning or result in physical injury, medications like Prozac and other serotonin re-uptake blocker can help.  They stabilize the dog’s mood so he can respond more readily to behavior modification techniques.  Medications are especially effective with dogs when they have a regular schedule, lots of mental stimulation, exercise and social contact.

“Most compulsive dogs respond well to a combination of behavior modification and anti-anxiety medication,” Dr. Moon-Fanelli said.  “So far we have had good success rates, but we’re not yet at 100 percent.  If we can identify the genes for compulsive behaviors, we might be able to develop even more effective treatments.”

Elissa Wolfson is a free-lance writer in Ithaca, N.Y.
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The first step in treating an obsessive compulsive disorder, a complete veterinary exam to rule out physical conditions.

(caption 2)

Tail chasing is common among Bull Terriers, and Josie, now 3, began as a puppy.

(side bar 1)

Intervene as Early as Possible to Head off Compulsive Behavior

If you suspect your dog has an obsessive-compulsive disorder, intervene as early as possible and follow these five essential steps:

1. Rule out medical problems with a thorough medical exam.

2. Eliminate or deny access to stimuli that may be causing the behavior, such as noise or other stressors.

3. If it’s not possible to eliminate triggers entirely, desensitize and counter-condition your dog.  It involves his associating the presence of a low level of the stimulus with a valuable treat and your gradually increasing the stimulus while continuing to give treats.  The dog then learns to make a positive association with the stimulus.

4. Provide sufficient attention and exercise.

5. Administer veterinarian-prescribed medications.

(side bar 2)

Josie Was Literally Spinning Out of Control, Unable to Focus and Distracted by Sounds.

Pam Barski of Canton Mich. bought her Bull Terrier, Josie from a pet store when the dog was 4 months old.  She had symptoms of tail chasing from the beginning.  The store staff encouraged it, and the attention made Josie chase her tail even more.

“I was aware that this behavior was common to the breed but bought her anyway”, Barski said.  “Her spinning increased with age, and she was highly distracted by sounds.  She couldn’t focus at puppy obedience classes.  She became ball-obsessive, too.  Once, a ball she wanted was under the couch.  When I came home, the couch was torn up and pushed four feet away from the wall.  When other family members tried to stop her ‘spin cycles,’ she bit them.  At 14 months, she was out of control.”

One animal behaviorist suggested euthanasia, but Barski enlisted a veterinary neurologist who prescribed clomipramine and Phenobarbital for Josie.  A trainer for the Bull Terrier rescue group taught them clicker training and loose-leash walking techniques.  And Alice Moon-Fanelli, Ph.D., at the Behavior Clinic at the Cummings School, provided a PetFax consultation.

“I’ve tried to remove auditory stresses from Josie’s life,” Barski said.  “There is still compulsive behavior – there are balls that I cannot let Josie catch sight of because they trigger compulsive behavior.  She still spins when visitors come, but when ignored, she stops.”

The key to her success was learning Josie’s triggers and how to distract and redirect her.  Barski said.  Now 3, Josie’s on a slow reduction of Phenobarbital and has had no relapse with the reduced dosage.  “She was off-leash at a dog park recently and I was amazed at how happy she was to be with other dogs,” Barski said.

“Through Pam’s hard work and compliance with recommendations, Josie is now doing exceptionally well, “Dr. Moon-Fanelli said.  “It’s nice to see a happy ending.”

For information about the PetFax consultation service offered by the Behavior Clinic at the Cummings School, visit www.tufts.edu/vet/petfax.
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Tethering a dog outside may increase aggression.

(sidebar 3)

If You Want to Join a Study on Dobermans and Bull Terriers, Please Contact the Cummings School

Drs. Alice Moon-Fanelli and Nicholas Dodman, BVMS, MRCVS, director of the Behavior Clinic at the Cummings School, have begun a study of compulsive behaviors in Doberman Pinschers and Bull Terriers.  In a collaborative effort with molecular geneticists at the University of Massachusetts and the National Institutes of Health, they’ll compare DNA from affected dogs with DNA from a control group of unaffected dogs of the same breeds.

“We anticipate finding genetic variation between the affected dogs and the controls,” said Dr. Moon-Fanelli.  “Where known, we’re following the pedigrees of affected dogs – finding out whether their parents, siblings or grandparents also exhibited compulsive behavior.”

The study is in the funding-seeking and data collection phase.  “We’re looking to collect blood samples and behavioral data on 100 affected and 100 control dogs for each compulsive disorder.” Dr. Moon-Fanelli said.  “We still need more dogs of each breed to study.”

If you’re interested in having your Doberman Pinscher or Bull Terrier participate in the study, please contact Dr. Moon-Fanelli at (508) 839-5395 or 

lice.moon-fanelli@tufts.edu.  She will supply a behavior survey to complete and instructions for blood collection.  You can have the blood drawn at the Cummings School or have your own veterinarian do it and ship the samples to Dr. Moon-Fanelli.  The school will reimburse you for the expense of the blood draw and shipping.

The study holds promise for practical application.  “If the genes for a particular compulsive behavior are found in the breed, then we could develop a simple genetic test.” Said Dr. Moon-Fanelli.  “Ultimately, breeders could know whether a particular dog had a genetic predisposition toward developing compulsive behavior, which implies the dog carries a particular gene for that trait.  While affected animals should never be bred, certain carrier individuals might be safely bred to non-carriers.”

