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HIGHGATE VETERINARY CLINIC—

Firework fear bulletin Autumn 2009 

Many pets are afraid of sudden loud 
noises such as thunder or fireworks - 
especially around bonfire night and new 
year. Although it may seem like firework 
season is a long way off, the shortening 
days indicate to your pet that it is just 
round the corner, and they can start to 
show signs of stress. 

Noise fear and phobias can take some 
time to identify and treat, but happily 
there are treatments available.  

Please ask veterinary advice on therapy 
options for your pet.   

Treating fear and phobias 

When we treat pets with fears, and es-
pecially sound phobias we want to alter 
the emotional reaction to the noise so 
that the pet no longer feels fear when 
the noise is heard. We can do this 
through behavioural treatment tech-
niques called desensitisation and 
counter-conditioning. 

These techniques can be used to 
gradually reduce the animal’s anxious 
or fearful response to trigger noises so 
that the reaction to stimuli is less dra-
matic - until finally there is no response 
to the sound at all.  

Sound therapy Sounds Scary® is a 
company set up by two British vets who 
exclusively treat behaviour problems in 
companion animals. The Sounds 
Scary

®
 CD uses desensitisation and 

counter-conditioning to repeatedly pre-
sent the same stimuli (e.g. fireworks) in 
association with something that the dog 
is known to enjoy (e.g. food/play). 

It is never too soon to start this therapy 
but don’t expect too much too soon.  

Desensitisation and counter-
conditioning can take weeks, if not 

months, before any significant change in the 
dog’s response is seen - but eventually the 
dog will learn to remain relaxed in the pres-
ence of loud noises. 

Pheromone therapy In mammals, all 
lactating females release substances called 
"appeasing" pheromones, the function of 
which is to reassure the offspring. D.A.P.

®
. 

(dog appeasing pheromone)  mimics these 
natural appeasing pheromones and repli-
cates the signal of well-being helping to stop 
or prevent fear and stress-related signs.  

D.A.P.
®
 and the Sounds Scary

®
 CD therapy 

pack have been scientifically proven to be an 
effective combination for treating firework 
phobias in dogs.  
 
FELIWAY

®
  contains a synthetic analogue of 

the facial feline pheromone which cats de-
posit onto objects in their environment when 
they feel safe and secure. In the context of 
fireworks, FELIWAY

®
  is used to increase 

the sense of familiarity and security of the 
home environment which reduces cat’s fear-
ful reactions to loud noises. 
 

Drug therapy Although sedatives and 
tranquilizers have traditionally been pre-
scribed in the past to treat fears and phobias 
in the short term, research has shown that 
using this type of drug can be counter-
productive. The drugs immobilise the patient 
but make him more sensitive to sound. This 
means that they are unable to hide but can 
still hear the scary noise, making him more 
fearful towards future noises.  

There are other types of drug therapy which 
can be used in conjunction with desensitisa-
tion and counter-conditioning which may 
help speed up the process.  

Please note drugs cannot be dispensed 
without prior consultation with one of our 
vets. 

Remember, remember your pets 

in November 

We are          

offering  a 

sound fear 

and    phobia    

workshop in 

spring 2010.  

If you are     

interested in 

attending 

please         

contact us to 

register your 

interest. 

The first 2    

replies will  

receive a  

D.A.P.® collar 

worth around 

£30.00 

Please turn page for practical tips to help your pet cope this firework 

season 
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1. Allow your pet to retreat to its favourite hideaway. 
2. On the evenings you expect fireworks, ensure your pet is safely inside 

and secure doors, windows and cat flaps. 
3. Make sure your pet is microchipped.  If they do escape, frightened, 

confused animals can easily get lost. 
4. In the run up to the firework season, ensure dogs are used to being taken 

for walks early in the evening and cats are provided with litter trays both 
before and during the firework season. 

5. Draw curtains to reduce the noise from outside and play music or have 
the TV on to help mask the noise of fireworks. 

6. Ignore any fearful behaviour and do not try to comfort your pet. Dogs will 
pick up on your anxiety and this can make the problem worse. Cats prefer 
to be left to cope on their own. 

7. Do not punish your pet.  This only confirms that there is something to be 
afraid of. 

8. Try not to go out while the fireworks are going off.  Seeing you acting 
normally will help your pets feel more settled. 

9. Speak to your vet for advice, therapies are available and we can refer you 
to a qualified behavioural therapist if required. 

Top tips to help your pet cope in    

firework season 

Stress 

signals 
 

You know your pet 
better than anybody 
and will often notice 
changes in behaviour 
in traumatic situa-
tions. During the fire-
work season many 
pets become 
stressed and fearful 
and the symptoms to 
look out for include: 
 
 

Dogs 
• Trembling and 
shaking 

• Clinging to owners 
• Barking exces-
sively and other  
vocalisation 

• Cowering and hid-
ing behind furniture 

• Trying to run away 
• Soiling the house 
• Pacing and panting 
• Refusing to eat  
• Destruction 
• Excessive licking 
 

 
Cats 
• Cowering and hid-
ing behind or on 
top of furniture 

• Trying to run away 
• Soiling the house 
• Refusing to eat 

Making a den for your pet 
and comfortable in the den so should go in 
by choice. 
 
To teach your dog to use the den of it’s 
own accord you need to make sure it has 
good associations with it, so you could 

• Feed meals in the den 

• Place treats, chews, stuffed kongs or 
toys for the dog to find in the den 

• Praise & reward dog when he goes 
to den 

• Ensure dog has access to den at all 
times  

 
When the fireworks come your dog will be 
happy to go to his cosy den and he will feel 
less anxious. 
 

Feline hideaways 
Cats also need somewhere safe to hide, 
they like places such as 

• Top of wardrobe 

• Shelves of cupboard 

• Bottom drawer 

• Under the bed 

 
Just like with dogs, ensure you cat always 
has access to its hideaway, and provide 
blankets to hide under. You can also plug 
in a Feliway

®
 diffuser nearby or use Feli-

way
®
 spray to calm your cat.  

Doggie dens 
The den is ideally sited in the centre of 
the house away from outside doors, win-
dows, or flat roofs and positioned in a cor-
ner of a room that the dog likes being in. 
 
Good places for a den include 

• In the bottom of 
the wardrobe 

• Behind the sofa 

• In the under 
stairs cupboard  

• In an indoor 
kennel or card-
board box 

• Under stairs 
cupboard 

 
To help insulate the 
sounds you can lag underneath and cover 
over. Ideally fill the den with blankets or a 
duvet so the pet has opportunity to bury 
under. 
 
To increase comfort remember to include 
a cloth with your fresh scent on it and use 
D.A.P.

®
  products to clam your pet, avail-

able as diffusers, collars or sprays. 
 
Never force the dog into the den or shut 
in, fix open or remove the door if neces-
sary. The dog should want to feel secure 


