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Proposed Research
PG1A Guidance notes for completing the PG1 form can be found on the intranet at http://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/academic-office/appendices-and-forms/ 

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	An evaluation of the strategies used to overcome separation anxiety in companion dogs

	 
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	Separation anxiety (SA) is a common behavioural problem in companion dogs and is a significant animal welfare issue that causes stress for both companion animal and their human caregiver.  As the owner of a dog creche and home boarding business, many of our regular attendees suffer with separation related problems.  In my role as a canine behaviourist, I also see clients seeking help with this issue.  Many owners are hoping for a quick fix for unwanted behaviours, however, successful behaviour modification using current well-established techniques, require owners to invest considerable time and effort.  Currently, my approach to modifying SA is affected by owners’ quick-fix requirements, with many clients quitting before fully accomplishing their goal, despite making progress.  

SA has been researched in a variety of ways over the last 20 years or so.  Study areas include prevalence and co-morbidity, symptoms (see Lund and Jorgensen, 1999, Palestrini et al, 2010, Rehn and Keeling, 2011), medication (Karagiannis et al, 2015), behaviour modification techniques (see Rogerson, 1997).   and more recently, research into how human personality and caregiving strategies affect the problem (see Lenkei, et al, 2018, Dodman et al, 2018).

For my research, I hope to discover the efficacies of different strategies used to alleviate SA symptoms, and to gain insight into how and why the problem manifests, including the effects of the dog-human relationship.  Unlike other studies, I want to improve the welfare of these companion animals in a holistic way, by examining antecedents such as diet and exercise; the owners’ interaction style with their dogs; and traditional exercises aimed at increasing the dogs’ ability to feel comfortable in their owners’ absence.  I also propose to investigate targeted, individualised modification plans specific to the type of SA manifested in each participating dog.  

Owner compliance relating to behaviour modification is often lacking (Takeuchi et al¸ 2000). The reasons behind the lack of compliance in behavioural modification has only recently been researched by Lamb et al (2018) who reported factors such as a lack of support at home; previous behavioural advice failing to succeed; too much/too complex information provided by the behaviourist; and welfare concerns for their dog in the long term due to the behavioural treatment.  This problem would also form part of my investigation, by means of open interviews.    
    
To my knowledge, no study has investigated this subject using a mixed methods approach: by using quantitative methods to examine the problem from the dogs’ perspective; and through qualitative methods when examining the problem from the humans’ perspective. 

 


	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	Aims
· To evaluate different behaviour modification methods to inform tailored recommendations effective for both dog and owner
· To investigate problems with owner compliance to behaviour modification plans relating to SA
· To investigate the problem of SA using a mixed methodologies approach

Objectives
· Analyse the problem of SA from the owners’ perspective by way of an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA)
· Identify similarities, differences and barriers to modification through thematic analysis in IPA data
· Construct methods to overcome barriers from IPA thematic analysis
· Collate objective data from participating dogs through activity monitors (Fitbark)
· Utilise Fitbark data to monitor changes in the problem of SA
· Analyse the problem of SA specific to each dog/owner situation
· Produce  individual behaviour modification plans to address problems of SA
· Evaluate the differences made to the problem of SA when antecedent changes are made (to diet, exercise, and caregiving strategies)


	
Proposed plan of work including timetable 

		Action
	Start Date
	End Date

	Literature review
	December 2019
	March 2020

	Revise proposed research problem and methodology if required following literature review
	March 2020
	April 2020

	Recruit Sample
	April 2020
	May 2020

	Data collection
	June 2020
	October 2020

	Data analysis
	November 2020
	March 2021

	First draft
	April 2021
	October 2021

	Final draft/submission
	November 2021
	February 2022




	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	Animal behaviour methodology
Animal behaviour research focuses on scientific paradigms, such as positivist or post-positivist epistemology, having an objectivist ontological perspective and quantitative methodologies.  This approach is successful in the field of natural biology, but when researching companion animals,  involving the human owners’ behaviour, social research paradigms may hold more validity.  Their subjectivist ontology, interpretivist epistemology and qualitative methodologies provide insights into thoughts, feelings and experiences. 

Hence, the research paradigm is pragmatic, a research design based on mixed methodologies (qualitative when studying owners; quantitative when studying dogs).  The paradigm and design reflect the routine of my professional behaviour modification sessions, providing value to the business and high validity.  

Sample
A convenience sample of 10 participants (minimum) will be sought through the business, via posters/leaflets placed in reception, social media, and local veterinary practices.  The only criteria would be that the dog displays problem behaviours when left by their owner, and that dogs are adults.  Informed consent would be sought before any research begins.

Methods
Owners and their dogs would be invited for an initial assessment at Cwm Dog Retreat.  This would consist of a preliminary interview taking the form of an interpretative phenomenological analysis (see below), and an observational assessment of the dog’s symptoms, noted through an ethogram, to create baseline data.  The dogs would also be fitted with an activity monitor (FitBark 2), which will provide direct data of the dogs’ activity levels (see below for details).
1. IPA Interviews
The interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) method will be used, involving interviews where the participant is encouraged to share their experiences.  Questions will focus on general experiences of owning their dog; their experience of SA; and their experiences of behaviour modification.  Thematic analysis (via NVivo software) of the interviews will provide insight into the experiences of the owner, which may identify training needs, difficulties to be overcome and possible barriers to behaviour modification.  

Following analysis of this initial interview and observational assessment, a modification plan will be devised and discussed with the owner (see Table 1 below for details of possible interventions).  Owners would be expected to implement the advised modification plan, following demonstration of training techniques where necessary.  After two weeks, a second IPA interview and assessment would be scheduled to see how the owner perceives any changes in behaviour; and point to any further difficulties.  Thematic analysis would be compared to previous IPA interviews with the owners and would also look for common themes and differences between participating owners.  
2. Activity monitoring of dogs
The data generated by the FitBark since the initial interview would also be analysed and discussed with the owner during the second interview.  This activity monitor has been previously validated and used for published research (e.g. Patel et al, 2017).  This attaches to the dogs’ collar and provides accelerometer data, which can either be downloaded as raw data and analysed via Excel/SSPS, or it can be analysed via the Fitbark app.  The app provides details via Fitbark points and analyses the data via charts (see Figure 1 below).  An hour section can be highlighted and a chart of activity for that hour, split into 5-minute intervals, is provided in the form of a bar chart.  Clear differences can be seen between rest, moderate activity and high activity.  
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Figure 1 Fitbark app charts[image: cid:f5f16b2f-8a4a-4d5b-8e03-a6fc7c786924@eurprd08.prod.outlook.com]

The hypothesis for this data would depend on the type and severity of the SA.  A general hypothesis could be that dogs with severe SA show high levels of activity in the absence of their owners, but each dog would need its own hypothesis.  The initial two weeks would therefore provide baseline data, and subsequent data can be compared to examine any improvements.  

This activity data will also require the owners to provide some context.  They would be asked to complete a diary of their own time in/out of the house.  

Each behaviour modification strategy would be advised depending on each individual case.  It is difficult, therefore, to accurately outline this here.  However, the following strategies (see Table 1 below) are likely to be effective for some of the participants, and depending on who takes part, it may affect all of them.  

Table 1 Possible behaviours and associated interventions
	Possible situation
	Possible intervention

	Destructive behaviour
	Increased/different type of exercise
Food dispensing toy/slow feeding bowl
Rules
Engaging training such as scent work

	Shadowing owner
	Sit/stay exercises

	Increased anxiety as owner is leaving
	Desensitisation to leaving routine/train alternative rewarded behaviour

	Increased activity when left
	Gradual leaving exercises
Separate high carbohydrate meal

	Abstaining from eating/drinking when left
	Gradual increase in distance from owner when eating

	Over-excited when greeting
	Owner to ignore/train alternative rewarded behaviour 

	General anxiety
	Varied additions to diet to increase health of gut microbiome (gut-brain axis)
Increased/different type of exercise



Further IPA interviews and subsequent behaviour modification strategies would continue every two weeks.  This process would end when either the modification has been successful to the point that the dog can now be left by their owner for a reasonable amount of time; or if there is insufficient time to continue with the process. 
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Comments on the proposal by the supervisory team (approx. 300 words):


	Lisa has produced a Research Proposal which addresses a key issue related to her professional role in a systematic and rigorous way. The data produced, and ultimate thesis, should be of value both to Lisa’s professional practice, and to the wider field of dog behaviour, and should generate several related articles or other publications. We therefore have no hesitation in supporting this proposal.




	Comments on the progress made so far by the supervisory team (approx. 300 - 500 words)


	Lisa has always been a diligent student, and has achieved excellent marks in her Part 1 DProf modules. We expect her to make robust progress in her research project once approval to start has been granted.
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