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Karen opened her presentation by explaining a little about herself and her sporting 
activities with her own Beagles.  Although she has little experience of HTM, it was 
good  that  she  fully  understood  the  pressure  that  competition  can  put  onto 
handlers and their dogs.

When  competing,  we  all  want  the  “perfect”  performance,  we  plan  and  train 
towards  HTM  as  a  Show Performance  where  we  want  to  see  dogs  which  are 
enthusiastic yet in control of what they are doing.  

Karen described the different types of Calming Signals which are actually signs of 
stress from a dog when it is trying to communicate with who or what ever is in the 
area where the dog is feeling uncomfortable or they can be expressions of an inner 
emotional state. We often see dogs unable to keep focussed, not responsive to the 
handler’s  commands,  barking,  making  a  noise,  hectic  behaviour,  sniffing, 
scratching or licking lips/nose – all signs of stress.

However,  during the seminar it became more and more apparent that 
when judging or training our HTM dogs there is a need to look at the 
entire  dog –  not  just  one nose lick  –  or  a  dog panting.   Look at  the 
behaviour in the context it is displayed.

Stress is a survival strategy; therefore in competition the level of stress could be 
higher than the norm.  Stress helps us and the dogs to survive. Stress prepares the 
body to be active and gives the ability to give extra effort when needed.

Two types of stress were then described – Eustress – short term – as described 
above which will happen when a dog is trained through positive methods and not 
asked to perform beyond its ability – this “good stress” leads to a sense of control 
and empowerment in the dog.
The  second  type  of  stress  is  Distress  –  long  term -  which  can  lead  to  many 
problems.  This can happen if a dog is trained with punishment, feedback from the 
trainer is unpredictable and if the dog is pushed to perform beyond its capability. 
This stress can lead to dis-empowerment.



Karen did say that if she can say “I had a good day and so did my dog” then she 
knows her training/competition went well and stress free!
She also explained that in competition it is very easy to push a dog “over the top” 
of the performance zone and that extreme care should be taken.

The presentation then led to the showing of many clips of HTM competition dogs 
actually competing and showing signs of extreme stress.  Karen had some great 
clips  in  close  up  and  slowed  down  so  the  signs  were  very  clear  to  see. 
Unfortunately, when judging we have no rewind or pause buttons to capture these 
moments, however, Karen did clearly explain that the dogs she pulled out of the 
clips on first “gut feeling” viewing of their routines proved her to be very accurate 
when in slow motion as these were showing a lot of stress.  

Signs shown were nose licking, head turns, yawning, blinking, turning body away, 
lips pulled right back, panting, eyes bulging, tense muscles around the eyes and 
mouth, ears flattened, failure to respond to cue.  Dogs also showed vocalisation 
but this can be due to enthusiasm or frustration or stress so care needs to be 
taken when deciding the reasons, again another reason why we must look at the 
entire dog!  A dog in pain can also show signs of stress so it is important to 
judges and handlers to become more and more aware of the signs to help the 
dogs.

The videos were excellent examples and led to a lot of discussion amongst the 
attendees about what to do in this situation if judging. Most of these movements 
were so quick and to the untrained eye would be covered by the speed or general 
movements of the dog. But it was generally agreed that if stress is very obvious – 
and to remember to look at the dog in its entirety for all signs – then the routine 
could be stopped, however, if a judge feels uncomfortable about the level of stress 
in a dog but not sufficient to stop the performance, then they could down mark 
and also explain their feelings to the competitor who could be totally unaware of  
the state of their dog.

The delegates  were  show more videos  including a  dog which  had accidentally 
bumped into the handler’s foot – the interesting thing about this was the very short 
recovery time from looking a little stressed (ears back, licking) to being a happy 
dog continuing with the routine.

A happy dog was  described as  one with  sparkle/charisma,  Enthusiasm,  dog in 
control  and good contact  between dog and handler  and we were shown some 
great examples of this.

Karen then explained the many possible reasons for a dog to be stressed:
Training methods
Dog’s personality
Dog’s experience in competition
Handler’s behaviour in competition
Travelling to competition
Environment of the competition

She suggested several ways of reducing the stress of competition including the 
generalising of learnt behaviours and reducing the rate of reward gradually before 
competition.



To help judges decide if a dog was stressed, Karen recapped several points and 
suggested that the dog could be looked at during the slower parts of the routine as 
signs are more obvious at this point.  Speed and forward motion can make most 
dogs  look  enthusiastic  and  stress  free.   Judges  should  look  at  the  general 
impression given by the dog and the dog/handler relationship.  

And look at the whole dog – head position, ears, eyes, mouth, tail, posture and 
muscle tension.

This seminar was extremely useful to everyone attending and hopefully this short 
resume of the presentation will give you some idea of how stress can be detected 
in the HTM dogs.


