
 

Fear Trumps Everything 

By Steve Robinson 

Fear is a mechanism for self-preservation. Fear triggers the body’s response to a 
perceived threat or danger. The hypothalamus activates both the sympathetic nervous 
system and the adrenal-cortical system, readying the animal for defense.  Physiologic 
reactions include increased heart rate, increased blood pressure, dilated pupils, and 
increased blood flow to the muscles. A cascade of hormones is dumped into the 
bloodstream. Non- essential systems such as digestion are shut down. It’s all designed 
to provide the animal with a better chance for survival.  

As puppies develop, their fear is mitigated through the process of socialization, 
establishing a positive “conditioned emotional response” to the stimuli they encounter. 
But let’s start from the beginning. 

The classic work of Scott & Fuller in Bar Harbor, Maine, in the 1960s (Genetics and the 
Social Behavior of the Dog, University of Chicago Press, 1965), and others, provide us 
with insight into the periods of development for the canine species. Puppies are born 
blind and deaf. However, their tactile sense is developed enough to allow them to find 
and latch on to a nipple. This allows them to nurse. The sense of smell is believed to 
develop shortly after birth. At two-three weeks, the puppies go through a transition 
period. During this time, their eyes, ears, (ears first) open, and there is significant 
neurological development.   

At three weeks, the puppies are already 
functioning mechanisms, and the 
critical period of socialization begins. 
Although experts disagree on an exact 
time frame, this period lasts until 
approximately 12-16 weeks. This period 
is deemed “critical” because it is an 
imprint period during which the puppy is 
highly sensitive to forming strong – if not 
permanent – impressions of the world 
around him. In keeping with the animal’s 
priority for survival, the puppy is especially vulnerable to forming lasting connections 
with negative stimuli. On the other hand, it is also a “window of opportunity” to form 
positive, life-long associations. This is a crucial period of development for the puppy, 
setting the stage for the remainder of the puppy’s life.  
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At the end of this period, the “window” begins to close. A new chapter has begun, where 
the puppy is now settled into a new home, and is in a position to experience an 
expanded cross section of his environment.  

He will already have formulated a general view of the world, including perceptions about 
good and bad, safe and dangerous. Things he feels positive about he will happily 
engage, things that are negative, he will avoid.  

At this juncture, he will also be cautious about the unknown. This is instinctive in every 
living creature. The “unknown” represents the possibility of “non-safe.” This is nature’s 
defense. Fear of the unknown is innate, not learned. Tolerance and acceptance of the 
unknown is learned. This is why it is so important for the puppy’s exposure during the 
socialization period to be as inclusive and as positive as possible, setting the stage for 
the puppy’s launch into the juvenile period, and into adulthood.  

When the puppy experiences fear, the 
cascade of reactions begins. The puppy 
– or now an older dog – becomes highly 
charged with all systems on high.  
However, this is not sustainable. The 
body cannot maintain this heightened 
state indefinitely.  

To deal with this problem, nature has 
given the dog a compensatory 
mechanism. This mechanism includes 
four possible actions to bring the dog 

back down to a state of normalcy (homeostasis). The four mechanisms are: flight, 
avoidance, submission, and aggression.   

Flight allows the animal to escape the stressful or dangerous situation. If he gets away, 
his body can return to normal. For many animals e.g. horses, this is a primary defense.  

Avoidance is a mechanism of non-engagement. It is most often used when the 
offending stimulus, for example - approach of a stranger - is not frightening enough to 
trigger a more active mechanism. Avoidance involves: looking away, freezing, or turning 
the animal’s back to the stimulus. The intent is to wait it out until “it” goes away. 

Submission is a dog’s way of saying “uncle.” It shows deference to the stressor and 
attempts to communicate “I’m no threat to you, so please don’t hurt me.” Submission 
may be shown by lowered body posture, ears back, tail tucked, or more active 
responses such as urinating, defecating or rolling over.  
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    THORNDIKE’S LAW OF EFFECT 

• Behavior that is reinforced tends 
to get stronger and is likely to 
be repeated. 

• Behavior that is not reinforced 
tends to weaken and decrease 
in frequency. 

 

 

 

 

 

Aggression .is a hostile or agonistic response designed to protect the dog’s status or 
well-being. In the face of fear, it is a defensive mechanism that uses offense as the best 
defense. This mechanism often has a genetic and/or learned component. For some 
dogs, it is a strategy of last resort. Most dogs, however, when danger is imminent and 
all else has failed, will try to protect themselves.  

Choices. Given a stressful situation or event, what factors determine which strategy – 
flight, avoidance, submission, aggression - will be employed?  The three most important 
determining factors are: genetics, learning and the situation. As indicated above, 
genetics will often be a determining factor.                                                                      

Even among breeds of dogs, or individuals within a breed, there is great variation in the 
selective tendency toward aggression. Livestock guarding dogs, herding dogs, and 
terriers possess a higher tendency 
toward aggression, and retrievers and 
non-sporting dogs are at the lower end 
of the aggression spectrum. 

Learning may be the most important 
component of this reaction. A dog’s 
experience with what has worked in 
the past will undoubtedly influence 
future reactions. Early experiences in 
the dog’s life form patterns of 
behavior. Responses that are 
reinforced tend to strengthen and be repeated; those that are not reinforced tend to 
weaken and dissipate. This is known as “Thorndike’s Law of Effect.” 

The situation that causes the stress will also be a determining factor in how the dog 
reacts; all dog behavior is context specific. For example, a dog that’s trapped can’t flee. 
The perceived seriousness of the situation can also affect the outcome. Minor stress 
may be dealt with by avoidance, where another tactic may be chosen for a more serious 
threat. 

It’s also important to note that dogs will often “cycle” through the options. If one doesn’t 
work, they often will try another. It is not uncommon to see a dog cycle through the full 
range of options in a very short period of time. The instinct for self-preservation is the 
most powerful driving force possessed by every creature on earth: fear trumps 
everything.    

3 
 


