Shadow chasing and tail chasing
Seen most often in Collies, Springer Spaniels and English Bull Terriers shadow and tail chasing may appear to be
amusing at first, but can result in severe behavioural problems.
The first manifestation of this unusual behaviour is usually seen as the dog jumps on a shadow on the floor, tries
to dig at it with the front paws, or tries to bite it as it moves. Sadly, children playing with a torch beam (or a laser
toy, or their watch face as it catches the light) often trigger this problem, and laughing as the dog tries to ‘catch’ it.
In some dogs, this behaviour can become so ‘addictive’ that it develops into an obsession, meaning that the dog
cannot rest or behave normally, but spends all its time hunting for shadows.
Tail chasing can occur in the same way – dogs love laughter, and watching a puppy spin round and try to catch its
own tail may be funny to begin with, but can soon become an obsession, or an addictive attention-seeking behaviour. Ignoring such stereotypical behaviour patterns at the outset is usually the best way of preventing their development – you may even need to walk out of the room so that you don’t inadvertently reinforce it by giving eye
contact, vocal contact or touch.
• Never tease your dog with lights, laser pointers, reflections or shadows
Occasionally, in some individuals, such behaviours can indicate a deeper
behavioural disturbance, or even a clinical problem.
If you have consistently ignored your dog’s light or shadow chasing behaviour and it has not improved, or if your
dog is ‘fly catching’ imaginary flies, or is staring into space, please, ask your vet for advice and referral to a pet
behaviour counsellor with experience in such cases as soon as possible.
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Synonymous with excellence
Sarah Whitehead has over 25 years experience in the
industry, she is a world renowned international lecturer, best selling author
and pet behaviour counsellor seeing dogs and cats with behavioural
problems on referral from veterinary surgeons (even consulting with the
Royal Family!).
Sarah has an MSc in Animal Behaviour and is a full member of the APBC
(Association of Pet Behaviour Counsellors) and APDT (Association of Pet
Dog Trainers, no 00156). She is also one of only a small number of
specialists to have achieved the status of Certified Clinical Animal
Behaviourist (CCAB) and is an Animal Behaviour Training Council (ABTC)
Registered Clinical Animal Behaviourist.
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Sarah Whitehead, BA(Hons), MSc is a Certified Clinical Animal Behaviourist,
with a passion for canine body language and facial expression.

