Home Sweet Home: Navigating the First
Days with Your Rescue Dog

Adopting a dog is a life-changing milestone, but for your new companion, it's a period of
massive sensory and biological transition. To set your dog up for a lifetime of success,
we recommend a decompression-focused approach that prioritizes patience over
immediate performance.

The Science of Shelter Stress

It's important to remember that shelter stress doesn't disappear the moment a dog
walks through your front door. It lingers in their biology:

e Cortisol Spikes: Research indicates that a dog’s cortisol (the "stress hormone")
levels can triple within their first three days in a shelter. While these levels
eventually plateau, they remain significantly higher than those of a dog in a
stable home.

e Immune Suppression: Constant "fight or flight" mode diverts energy away from
the immune system. This is why many rescue dogs may arrive with minor
ailments like "kennel cough" or lethargy—their bodies are physically exhausted
from the transition.

e The "Shut Down" Phase: A dog that seems unusually quiet or "well-behaved"
during the first 48 hours may actually be in a state of psychological shutdown.
This isn't calm; it's a sign of severe distress as they process their new
environment.

Your Decompression Toolkit

1. Create a "Safe Haven" Sanctuary
Designate a quiet, low-traffic area as your dog's personal retreat.

e The Setup: Include a comfortable bed or an open crate, a water bowl, and a few
chew toys.

e The Rule: Make sure everyone in the house knows that when the dog is in this
space, they are "off-limits." No petting, no hugging—just let them rest and
observe.

2. Practice Choice-Based Interaction
Let the dog take the lead in building trust.



e The 3-Second Rule: Pet your dog for only three seconds, then move your hand
away. If they nudge you or lean in, they want more. If they look away or move off,
they’ve had enough.

3. The Power of Predictability
Routine is the ultimate cure for anxiety.

e Consistency: Establish a schedule for feeding, walking, and bathroom breaks.
When a dog knows exactly what to expect, their cortisol levels begin to drop, and
their sense of security grows.

The 3-3-3 Rule: Your Transition Timeline

Every dog moves at their own pace, but most follow this general adjustment curve:

e The First 3 Days: Decompressing. Your dog is likely overwhelmed. Focus on a
calm, quiet, and predictable environment to let those stress hormones return to
baseline.

e The First 3 Weeks: Settling In. As "survival mode" fades, your dog’s true
personality—and their quirks—will emerge. This is the time to start gentle,
reward-based training.

e The First 3 Months: Feeling at Home. By now, a foundation of trust is built.
Your dog understands the routine and finally feels safe enough to be their
authentic self.



