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INTRODUCTION: IS IT JUST HIGH
ENERGY OR SOMETHING MORE?

If you share your home with a dog that
seems to bounce off the walls, struggles
to settle down, and has an attention
span shorter than a squirrel’s dash
across the yard, you might have found
yourself wondering, can a dog have
ADHD? It is a fair question. In humans,
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD) is a well-recognized

neurodevelopmental condition
characterized by inattention, impulsivity,
and hyperactivity. Watching a dog that
can barely focus on a treat for two
seconds or that launches into a frenzy of
zoomies at the slightest provocation
feels eerily familiar.

The short answer is that while dogs are
not diagnosed with ADHD in the exact
same way humans are, they can
certainly exhibit a very similar set of
behaviors. Veterinarians and animal
behaviorists often refer to this as a
hyperactivity disorder or an impulse
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control problem in dogs. However,
before slapping a label on your four-
legged whirlwind, it is crucial to
understand the nuances. True
pathological hyperactivity in dogs is
rare. Much more often, what looks like
ADHD in a dog is actually a symptom of
something else: insufficient exercise,
lack of mental stimulation, anxiety, or
simply a breed predisposition for high
energy.

In this comprehensive guide, we will
explore the question, can a dog have
ADHD, in depth. We will examine the
signs, differentiate genuine hyperactivity
from normal high-energy behavior, look
at potential underlying causes, and
outline the best strategies for helping a
dog that never seems to calm down.
Whether you are a frustrated pet parent

or just curious, this article will provide
the clarity you need.

UNDERSTANDING ADHD IN
HUMANS VS. HYPERACTIVITY IN
DOGS

To answer the question can a dog have
ADHD accurately, we first need to
understand what ADHD is in people.
Human ADHD involves a persistent
pattern of inattention, hyperactivity, and
impulsivity that interferes with
functioning or development. It is a brain-
based disorder affecting
neurotransmitters like dopamine and
norepinephrine. Diagnosis is complex
and involves a detailed history, clinical
observation, and standardized criteria
from the DSM-5.

2 Can A Dog Have Adhd

2026-04-09



Can A Dog Have Adhd 3

Dogs do not fill out questionnaires or
describe their internal experiences. We
cannot ask a dog if they feel restless or if
they struggle to finish tasks. Therefore,
diagnosing a dog with a human
psychiatric condition is inherently
problematic. Instead, veterinarians and
behaviorists look for a pattern of
behaviors known as hyperactivity
(hyperkinesis). This condition in dogs
is characterized by:

e Abnormally high levels of motor
activity that do not decrease even
in familiar, calm environments.

e Extreme difficulty settling down or
relaxing, even when there are no
apparent stimuli.

e Impulsive behaviors, such as
jumping, biting, or running into

things without apparent thought.

e Short attention spans that prevent
them from learning basic
obedience or completing simple
tasks.

* A heightened startle response or
constant scanning of the
environment.

The key difference is that a genuinely
hyperactive dog exhibits these behaviors
consistently and to an extreme
degree, not just when they are excited
or under-exercised. True pathological
hyperactivity is believed to affect a very
small percentage of the canine
population—perhaps as low as 1-2%.

SIGNS THAT MIGHT LOOK LIKE



* Fails ADHDMNUBOGS already
know, like "sit" or "stay,"
especially in a new environment.

e Easily distracted by every sound,
smell, or movement.

e Gets bored with toys or games
within seconds or minutes.

e Struggles to engage in training
sessions for more than a couple of
minutes.

Signs of

Many common canine behaviors can
mimic the symptoms of ADHD. If you are
asking can a dog have ADHD, it is
important to recognize what these signs
look like in the real world. They typically
fall into three broad categories similar to
the human condition: inattention,
hyperactivity, and impulsivity.

Signs of

lnattention in Hyperactivity in
Dogs

Dogs
¢ Does not make eye contact or hold

a gaze for more than a second.  Constant movement: pacing,
circling, or running without a clear
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goal.

e Inability to settle: even when tired,

the dog remains "on alert."

e Excessive panting, drooling, or
restlessness even in calm
situations.

e Destructive behaviors like digging,

chewing, or scratching furniture
when left alone.

e "Zoomies" that happen frequently
and last a long time.

Signs of
Impulsivity in

Dogs

e Barking or lunging at people, other
dogs, or objects without warning.

e Jumping on people and not
responding to correction.

* Grabbing food, toys, or objects
quickly and running away.

» Difficulty waiting for food, doors, or
walks.

e Reactive behavior that seems out
of proportion to the trigger.

If your dog shows several of these
behaviors frequently and they are
causing problems in your household, it is
understandable to think can a dog
have ADHD? The answer may be yes,
but more often, the root cause is



something else entirely.

COMMON CONDITIONS THAT
MIMIC CANINE ADHD

Before concluding that your dog has a
hyperactivity disorder, it is essential to
rule out other, far more common
explanations. True ADHD-like symptoms
in dogs are often a result of unmet
needs or underlying health issues.

Lack of Physical
Exercise

This is the single most common cause of
hyperactive behavior in dogs. Many
breeds, especially working breeds like
Border Collies, Australian Shepherds,

and German Shepherds, were bred for
stamina and intense activity. A quick
walk around the block is not nearly
enough. A dog that is not physically tired
will find ways to release energy, and
those ways often look like hyperactivity.
If your dog seems frantic, increase the
duration, intensity, and frequency of
walks and runs. A tired dog is a calm
dog.

Insufficient
Mental
Stimulation

Physical exercise is only half the
equation. Dogs are intelligent animals
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that need to use their brains. Without
mental challenges, they become bored
and restless. Puzzle toys, scent games,
obedience training, trick training, and
nose work can tire a dog out far more
effectively than a long run. A bored dog
will invent their own entertainment,
which often includes destructive or
hyperactive behavior.

Anxiety and
Stress

Anxiety can cause dogs to act
hyperactive. Separation anxiety, noise
phobias, or general anxiety from poor
socialization or past trauma can lead to
pacing, panting, and inability to settle. A
dog that is constantly "on edge" may

appear to have ADHD, but they are
actually stressed. Treating the anxiety
with behavior modification,
environmental changes, or medication
can resolve the hyperactivity.

Dietary Factors

What you feed your dog matters. High-
sugar or high-carbohydrate diets can
cause energy spikes and crashes. Food
allergies or sensitivities can also cause
behavioral changes. Some studies
suggest that artificial preservatives and
dyes may affect behavior in sensitive
dogs. A high-quality, balanced diet
appropriate for your dog's age and breed
can make a significant difference.



Medical
Problems

Certain medical conditions can cause
restlessness and hyperactivity. Thyroid
issues (hyperthyroidism), pain (from
arthritis or dental disease), seizures, and
neurological problems can all manifest
as behavioral changes. If your dog's
behavior has changed suddenly, a
thorough veterinary checkup is
essential. A blood panel can rule out
many common medical causes.

Breed

Predisposition

Some breeds are simply wired for high
energy and intensity. This does not
mean they have ADHD; it means they
are acting according to their genetic
programming. Breeds like Siberian
Huskies, Jack Russell Terriers,
Dalmatians, and Belgian Malinois are
naturally high-energy and require a lot of
activity and structure. Understanding
your breed's typical energy level is
critical when evaluating behavior.

WHEN TO CONSULT A
PROFESSIONAL

If you have addressed the common
causes above—ensuring your dog gets
enough exercise, mental stimulation, a
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good diet, and a calm environment—and
the hyperactive behavior persists, it is
time to seek professional help. Your next
step should be a visit to your
veterinarian. You can start the
conversation by saying, "l have been
wondering, can a dog have ADHD,
because my dog never settles down."

The veterinarian will perform a thorough
physical exam and may run blood tests
to rule out medical issues. If no physical
cause is found, they may refer you to a
veterinary behaviorist (a veterinarian
with advanced training in animal
behavior) or a certified professional
dog trainer who specializes in behavior
modification.

A behaviorist can conduct a detailed
assessment of your dog's behavior,
history, and environment. They may use

standardized questionnaires to evaluate
hyperactivity and impulsivity. While
there is no official diagnostic checklist
for canine ADHD like there is for
humans, behaviorists have criteria they
use to identify true hyperkinesis.

DIAGNOSIS AND TREATMENT
OPTIONS FOR CANINE
HYPERACTIVITY

So, can a dog have ADHD in a way
that is formally diagnosed? In veterinary
behavior medicine, the term
hyperkinesis is used. It is diagnosed by
ruling out all other causes and observing
the dog's response to treatment. One of
the most telling indicators is the dog's
reaction to stimulant medication. In a
clinical setting, a dog with true
hyperkinesis may actually calm down



when given a mild dose of
amphetamine-like drugs, similar to how
stimulants can calm a human with
ADHD. This paradoxical effect can be
part of the diagnostic process, but it is
not done routinely.

Treatment for canine hyperactivity is
multi-faceted and rarely relies on
medication alone. The best approach
combines:

e Environmental Management:
Create a predictable routine,
provide a calm home environment,
use crate training for quiet time,
and manage exposure to triggers.

e Structured Exercise: Increase
the amount of structured exercise,
such as running, swimming, or
hiking, but also incorporate

calming activities like structured
walks with a focus on loose-leash
walking.

Mental Enrichment: Use puzzle
feeders, sniffing games, obedience
training, trick training, and
interactive toys. Short, frequent
training sessions can help build
focus.

Impulse Control Training: Teach
"wait," "stay," "leave it," and
"settle" on a mat. These exercises
build the dog's ability to control
their impulses.

Medication: In severe cases, a
veterinarian may prescribe
medication. Drugs like fluoxetine
(Prozac) or clomipramine
(Clomicalm) are sometimes used
to treat impulse control and
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hyperactivity. Stimulant
medications are less commonly
used in dogs and require careful
monitoring.

It is important to note that medication is
usually a last resort and should always
be combined with behavioral
modification. Relying solely on drugs
without changing the dog's environment
and training is rarely effective long-term.

BREEDS PRONE TO
HYPERACTIVE-LIKE BEHAVIOR

While any dog can be high-energy,

certain breeds are far more likely to be
labeled as "hyper" by their owners. This
does not mean they have ADHD, but it
means they have high energy and drive
that must be channeled appropriately.
Some of the breeds most commonly
associated with hyperactivity include:

e Border Collie: Bred for herding,
they have incredible stamina and a
need to work. Without a job, they
can become obsessive and
hyperactive.

e Australian Shepherd: Similar to
Border Collies, they are intelligent,
energetic, and need



