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Almost none of us expect that our dog is going to 
go missing.  We don’t usually sit around antici-
pating the day that Spike gets lost, but with pet 
theft on the rise, plus the constant “anything can 

happen” factor present in all dog guardians’ lives, know-
ing what to do if your dog does escape or disappear is 
increasingly vital Thinking about it now (and even writing 
your plan down or putting this article somewhere you’ll 
remember it) can offer you the clarity you need to save 
your dog’s life.  

As Lisa Camilleri, 53, of North Hollywood, CA and 
dog guardian of her lost-and-now-found six-pound chi-
mix Bella says; “First, you panic.  And then you panic 
some more.” 

What to do if your
 

Written by SARAH SYPNIEWSKI 
Photography by KIM RODGERS

WHAT IF YOU SUDDENLY GOT UP FROM READING THIS 
ARTICLE ONLY TO DISCOVER SPIKE WAS nowhere to be found?  WHAT WOULD YOU DO?  WHERE WOULD 
YOU GO?  WHO WOULD YOU CALL?
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STEP 1
FAMILY, FRIENDS AND FLYERS
When you realize your dog has escaped, 

don’t assume he will just find his way home 
on his own. Once a dog is loose, they are 
totally unpredictable, so you have to get out 
there right away, but not before getting some 
friends or family members rounded up to help. 
Dawn K. Hull, founder of lost pet websites Ol-
iverAlert.com and Akekee.com, believes that 
delegation is one of the best foundations for 
a successful search and rescue effort. “Have 
someone go out and search and put up flyers 
immediately while you stay behind and start 
working the computers and phones (or vice 
versa),” she recommends.

Make sure your flyers are in colour and fea-
ture a nice, clear photo of your dog, your 
contact information, and a few bits of info 
that can help identify Spike. However, Hull 
cautions not to put every detail on the flyer. 
“Minimizing the info you put out there can 
help you assess sightings,” she explains. “If 
your dog has a spotted tongue or a docked 
tail, leave that off the flyer. You can then use 
that feature to confirm or rule out when you 
get calls.” Including the word “reward” as a 
non-specific value can also greatly increase 
the chances of recovering your dog. 

STEP 2
MULTI-TASK YOUR MISSION

Search and flyer at the same time.  Ideally, 
you should start in the immediate area of es-
cape and work out to a 3-mile radius.  Hit at 
least every intersection (get all four corners of 
the intersection so you hit traffic in all direc-
tions), and mid-block if you can, particularly 
in the area of immediate escape and any re-

ported sightings. As you search and flyer, stop 
everyone you see to ask them to look at your 
flyer and if they’ve seen your dog. “You might 
even want to make quarter-sheet or business 
card-sized flyers that people can stick in their 
pocket,” suggests Hull, just in case your dog 
is sighted later.  

When you search, start close to home but 
realize that your dog can get far, fast. “My 
biggest misconception was to assume [Bella] 
was still in the neighbourhood she was lost 
in because she’s so small and is afraid of 
loud noises,” confesses Camilleri. “I figured 
she’d never cross busy streets, but in fact, she 
crossed at least two of them and ended up 
next to a freeway on-ramp!” 

Expanding your search area beyond famil-
iar surroundings and where you think your 
dog might be will give you a better chance 
of bringing them home. Also, don’t forget to 
check shelters and vet hospitals. A phone call 
is okay, but a visit in person is better, espe-
cially to the shelters, where they are often un-
able or too busy to give you updated informa-
tion quickly over the phone.

STEP 3
MOBILIZE YOUR NETWORK

In addition to these “ground operations,” 
you should put technology to work for your 
search, which is maybe the only thing that 
can move faster than your missing pooch. As 
soon as you’ve got your flyer designed and 
distributed, you should get the word out on 
Facebook, Twitter, and other social media 
channels. If you can, set up a page expressly 
for your lost dog.  This helps you keep all of 
the information and planning organized and 
makes it easier to network. Next you should 
email all of your contacts the flyer and the 
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link to the Facebook page.  Also include the 
escape story and ask the reader to forward the 
email on.  

“You’d be amazed at how far-reaching email 
is,” says Camilleri “The rescue I adopted Bella 
from sent out an email on the fourth day to every-
one in their database, including someone who 
had just seen Bella the previous day!  And the 
kicker is that the tipper has no idea how she got 
on the email chain.” Email absolutely everyone 
you can think of and let good old-fashioned six 
degrees of separation spread the word. 

STEP 4
OTHER RESOURCES

You should also list your dog on as many 
lost dog websites as possible.  Some of them 
charge for their services, while others (like Oli-
verAlert.com and Akekee.com) are free. And 
don’t forget to check the lost and found section 
of Craigslist to see if anyone has posted an ad 
that they’ve found your baby. If not, post one of 
your own – it cannot hurt and you never know 
who might be reading.  Get your dog’s flyer 
up online wherever you can – you can cover a 
lot of ground without even leaving your house 
and reach a great deal of people thanks to the 
popularity of smartphones!

Alerting your dog’s microchip company, vet, 
local pet boutique, groomer, and any other 
place he frequents can also be useful. If you 
feel like you need additional power, there are 
many services, such as FindToto.com and Lost-
MyDoggie.com, that will call, flyer, send post-
cards, and provide other networking services 
for a fee. There are also trackers who use scent 
hounds, expert trappers who specialize in re-
covering missing pets, and other professionals 
you can hire to help you in your efforts.

STEP 5
HOW TO MANAGE  

INFORMATION
Once you’ve got your basic ground opera-

tions and networking established, it’s time to 
manage your efforts and information. You can 
create your own interactive map on Google 
Maps.mOn it, you should place your home, 
your dog’s point of escape, all of the places 
you’ve placed flyers  (and where you still need 
to flyer), as well as all of the confirmed and 
unconfirmed sightings.  This tool is amazing be-
cause you can update it in real time and anyone 
who has the link can access it to immediately 
get a status report, so to speak.  With the click 
of a mouse, volunteers can learn where more 
flyers are needed, and you can see patterns 
with the sightings.  Be sure to add the map’s 
URL to your dog’s Facebook page so that every-
one is in the loop.

When you get sightings (especially your first 
several), you will most likely be so excited that 
you’ll want to drop everything and respond. As 
hard as it may be, however, you should take 
the time to get as much information as you can 
before you go to the potential sighting.  This will 
save you valuable time. 

First, remind the caller not to chase the dog.  
Loose dogs can spook very easily, even if they 
are normally friendly and approachable.  If 
chased, the dog could wind up in traffic or oth-
er harm’s way.   Calmly take down the details: 
caller’s name and number, exact location of 
sighting, time of sighting (if it happened before 
call), direction dog was travelling, and as many 
physical descriptors as possible.  Ask questions 
until you have a sense of whether it’s your dog 
or not.  Remember, most of the people who 
call will be good and honest, but unfortunately 
sometimes the best intentions can be fruitless 
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and the dog they are calling to report may not 
actually be your beloved Golden Retriever. Ad-
ditionally, there is always the sad possibility of 
dishonest people who may try to trick you out of 
your reward money.  Stay calm, cautious and 
safe, for your dog’s sake.  “If the caller claims 
to actually have your dog, pick a well-lit public 
place to meet, like a Police or Fire Station,” ad-
vises Hull, just to be on the safe side.

If the call turns out not to lead to a reunion, 
don’t despair.  Update your map and Facebook 
page and keep going. Persistence is really half 
the battle. If you want to pull out all your stops, 
consider two suggestions from Missingpetpart-
nership.org: the first, making your car into a 
roving billboard; the second, having an Inter-
section Alert, where you get a group of people 
to hold huge neon lost dog signs up for a few 
hours to call attention to your search.   It’s never 
a bad idea to reach out to your local media, 
either.  Contact ,newspapers as well as TV and 
radio stations -- you never know who might  be 
an animal lover and put you on the air! 

STEP 6
FOUND! NOW WHAT?

Follow your sightings, keep putting up flyers, 
and work your system until you close in on your 
dog.  Once you’ve got him in your own sights 
and the moment has arrived for the actual cap-
ture, stay calm.  Depending on the environment, 
you have to adjust your strategy, but the main 
thing is to work slowly and calmly.  Lure, don’t 
chase.  Use food and happy, gentle coaxing.  
Work strategically to create boundaries and se-
cure areas.  Again, these are just general sug-
gestions.  There may be cases where you do 
have to make a sudden grab for your dog.  You 
have to assess the situation at hand and do 
what is safest, which could mean not doing an 

in-person capture.  For particularly skittish dogs, 
a live trap set and left alone can sometimes be 
the best solution.

Of course, despite all this advice, planning, 
and perseverance, the inevitable question still 
lingers -- what happens if you don’t find him?  
Keep plugging along.  There are so many sto-
ries of dogs being found weeks, months, even 
years later.  “Even when you feel like your entire 
world has caved in and you’ll never see your 
angel again, don’t give up,” Camilleri reminds. 
“Hope is the one thing you have.” 
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