
How to Cope When 
Your Pet Plays Favorites 

By Andrea Vardaro Tucker, ELS 

Who hasn't either been or bemoaned a 
favorite child or teacher's pet? But what 
happens when your pet—who you turn 
to for unconditional love—has a favorite 
human? 

Favoritism can be difficult for children 
and adults—especially those who suffer 
from mental health issues, such as 
depression and anxiety. It's pretty com-
mon, though, for pets to play favorites. 

Mikkel Becker, lead trainer for Fear Free 
Happy Homes, says that about 1 in 4 
dogs she sees has a "favorite person." 
In her experience, cats are even more 
likely to bond strongly with just one 
person. And after living through the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it's only natural 
that household dynamics might have 
shifted, with some family members 
home with pets more than others. 

According to Mikkel, though, up to 1 in 
20 dogs has such a strong preference 
for a single person that the dog shows 
aggression or other undesirable behaviors 
toward others. This is when favoritism 
can become problematic. 

Normal or Not? 
"Unless it is extreme, I don't think 
favoritism is something we need to 
prevent or treat. It's pretty natural 
to have different relationships with 
different individuals based on interests 
and personality," says Dr. Liz Stelow, a 
board-certified veterinary behaviorist 
with the Veterinary Medical Teaching 
Hospital at UC Davis in California. 

When a pet fears one or more people 
or prefers a certain person to the extent 
that she doesn't let other members of 
the household handle her, Dr. Stelow 
cautions, then it's time to contact your 
vet for diagnosis and treatment. 

The same goes if your pet has become 
overly attached to another pet in your 
household, which is especially common 
in canine siblings from the same litter. 
(On the other hand, cats who are raised 
together can make excellent housemates 
and tend to experience less conflict than 
unrelated cats.) Mikkel adds, "While 
bonded pets can have great benefits, it 
can also be traumatic if the animals are 
separated [because of] something like vet 
care, illness, injury, or death." 

Getting to know what pets' behavior 
and body language mean can help you 

determine if your pet's attachment to 
another person or pet is potentially 
problematic (see the sidebar on page 6). 
The following are just some possible 
signs of fear in both cats and dogs: 
• Refusal to approach 
• Attempted escape 
• Aversion of eyes or head 
• Aggression 
• Fidgeting (including yawning, licking 

lips, and lifting paws, as well as 
changes in head, ear, or tail position, 
when a person or pet approaches) 

Dr. Stelow describes anxiety as "more of 
a long-lasting state than a fear event and 
can be seen as difficulty fully relaxing 
either in a particular situation or all the 
time, nervousness or hypervigilance, 
overreacting to everyday stimuli, or stress 
behaviors like self-licking or chewing." 

Any behavior problem or change in 
behavior can be a sign of pain, illness, S

ha
ro

m
ka

/ S
h
u
tt

e
rs

to
c

k 

b
b
e

rn
a

rd
/ S

hu
tt

e
rs

to
c

k 

4 	 HealthyPet —Spring 2021 



Pet Parenting 

Pet Favoritism 

or injury, so see your veterinarian to 
rule out health concerns. A behavioral 
specialist or animal trainer can also help 
improve pets' favoritism behaviors; ask 
your vet for recommendations. 

Socialization and Exposure 
Pet parents can help all family members 
live more harmoniously with their 
pet by helping to prevent extreme 
favoritism and expanding their pet's 
preferences, depending on what stage 
of life the pet is in and who the pet 
might typically encounter. 

Prime socialization occurs between 
3 to 8 weeks of age for kittens and 
6 to 16 weeks for puppies, according 
to Dr. Stelow. "These are the weeks 
that a young animal is most open to 
becoming comfortable around new 
stimuli," she explains. "After that, it's 
not 'socialization' but 'exposure." 

Keep interactions with others positive. 
"[More exposure] can lead to sensitiza-
tion and greater anxiety," says Dr. Stelow. 
"Any exposure should be at the discretion 
of the puppy or kitten; if the animal 
says 'no' to an exposure, this should 
be honored. In short, you cannot force 
acceptance." 

Adopted older pets might come from 
environments and experiences that 
make them predisposed to being 
fearful or defensive. "Older pets 
can be exposed to new things, but, 
depending on personality, they may 
not be as open to accepting them. 
Watch for the animal's response to 
something new, and reward a calm or 
curious response to it," Dr. Stelow says. 
"It's always the pet's choice." 

Earn your pet's trust by caring for her 
but also respecting her need for privacy. 
A veterinary behaviorist might be 
especially helpful with pets who are older 
when adopted. Ask your veterinarian 
for advice and referral to a behaviorist, 
if warranted. 

ai  ages, races, 

Children can create a particular chal-
lenge because they're unpredictable, 
but even if you don't have or intend to 
have children, consider introducing your 
pet to them. Most pets will encounter 
children at some point, and getting your 
pet used to them can be crucial to making 
sure these encounters go smoothly. 

Safe and healthy relationships between 
human children and pets require some 
prep work: 
• Ready your pet for the arrival of a 

new baby or child. When bringing 
home baby—or even preparing to 
adopt an older child—be sure to 
socialize your pet with other children, 
and set up a safe space your pet can 
retreat to for some alone time. 

• Encourage your human and animal 

children to grow together. Pets 
can be OK with baby behaviors but 
intimidated by more aggressive 
toddlers, so be sure to expose your pet 
to this population. Also, as kids age, 
give them age-appropriate pet care 
responsibilities to earn your pet's 
trust and devotion. 

• Train children for safe interactions 
with pets. Children's unintentional 
aggression can push pets away or 
cause a fearful response. Ask your 
veterinarian for advice on helping 
pets and kids get along. 

• Set up positive interactions with 
kids of all ages. That way, your pet 
should respond well to children she 
sees on walks or when friends or 
family members with children visit. 

• Observe all interactions. "Bites 
happen usually when no one is 
watching," Dr. Stelow says. 

• Don't force it. If your pet is uncom-
fortable around children (even 
your own), allow her to stay away. 
Remind your children to give your 
pet space, and ask your veterinarian 
for additional suggestions. In this 
case, a referral to a veterinary 
behaviorist may also be needed. 
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Trust and Independence 

With any pet, prevent overdependence 
on just one person by keeping care and 

routines consistent but mixing up who's 

involved. For example, have different 

members of the household feed your 

pet her meals or healthy treats. If you have 
multiple pets, spend one-on-one time 
with each pet, away from the other, to help 

strengthen your relationship and encour­

age their independence from each other. 

Ask other family members to do the same. 

"Trust is best earned with kindness, 
patience, and consistency," Dr. Stelow 
says. If these are not enough, talk 

with your veterinarian about having 
your pet assessed for anxiety or other 

potential underlying concerns. 

Board-certified editor in the life sciences 

and Healthy Pet copy editor Andrea Vardaro 

Tucker feels fortunate that her family's 

Westie, Cole, loves everyone she meets 

pretty equally-even if she just met them. 

Determining Whether Your Pet 
Is an Introvert or Extrovert 

INTROVERT EXTROVERT 
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