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IIf you have worked in the veter-
inary field for any length of
time, you have undoubtedly

encountered a fearfully aggressive
dog. The dog might be large or
small, young or old, but the com-
mon denominators are teeth and a
willingness to use them.
In a typical vet clinic, the fearfully
aggressive dog’s chart will be
festooned with a circled capital “B”
for biter, or it might display an
alligator stamp. In the computer, the
dog’s name might be in capital
letters and the chart may even note
the recommended muzzle size. 
It doesn’t have to be like this. With
the owner’s involvement, the dog’s
emotional response to the veterinary
environment can be modified.

Whether the dog can learn to enjoy
or look forward to veterinary visits
really depends on the determination
and commitment of his or her
owner. At the very least, it is pos-
sible to reduce the dog’s anxiety and
stress during vet visits.

The APDT-List recently addressed
this topic. Many suggestions were
made, but the most outstanding was
a post by Lore Haug, DVM, on
desensitizing dogs to veterinary
visits. According to Dr. Haug,
desensitizing and countercon-
ditioning can make the difference
between a dog who has learned to
tolerate discomfort, perhaps even
enjoying the outing, and one who is
panic-stricken as soon as you pull
into the clinic’s parking lot. 

Dr. Haug, who has given me
permission to have the following
article reprinted here, encourages
the distribution of this information
to veterinarians. If you work in the
veterinary field, show this to your
employer and co-workers. If you
don’t work in the field, show it to
your veterinarian. Dogs and dog
owners alike will thank you!

Valerie Barrette has worked as a
veterinary support member for over 17
years. She currently works part-time at
American River Animal Hospital in
Orangevale, CA, as well as running The
Right Steps, a canine behavior counsel-
ing service specializing in puppy sociali-
zation and agility classes. Valerie can be
reached at rtsteps@postoffice.pacbell.net.

DESENSITIZATION/COUNTERCONDITIONING FOR VETERINARY VISITS

by Lore I. Haug, DVM (reprinted with permission)
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vital signs
by Valerie Barrette 

Many dogs experience considerable
anxiety and fear while at the veter-
inary clinic. These dogs may show
aggression, escape attempts, or
severe fear reactions. Dogs with
these reactions are more difficult to
handle and, subsequently, are often
subjected to heavy restraint tech-
niques to allow the staff to accom-
plish the required procedures. Over
time, these behaviors typically
worsen as the dog has repeatedly
more unpleasant experiences.

This situation places the animal, the
owner, and the staff at risk for harm,
particularly if the dog is showing
aggression. In addition, the dog
often receives suboptimal medical
care due to his or her inability to be
examined and handled safely. Most
of these behaviors can be modified

with a well-planned desensitization
program.

Depending on the level of the dog’s
anxiety, the program can be started
at various points. Most dogs begin
showing anxiety before actually
entering the clinic. This may occur
in the parking lot or as early as
when the dog is put in the car at
home, especially if his or her only
car rides culminate in veterinary
visits. For such dogs, the desensiti-
zation process should begin with the
car, not the vet clinic. Once the dog
is comfortable riding in the car, the
following program can be imple-
mented.  

During the program, your behavior
toward the dog will be important in
aiding the dog’s success. At no time
should you try to punish or comfort

the dog if he or she shows anxiety,
fear, or aggression. If the dog reacts
in any of these ways, calmly abort
that trial. Resume the program at a
previously successful level and
remain there until the dog is com-
pletely comfortable. Progress to the
next phase only when the dog is
comfortable (not showing any
anxiety or stress) at the current step.
During the modification program,
the dog ideally should not undergo
any routine veterinary attention.
Vaccination schedules may need to
be altered to allow the dog to
complete the entire program before
being subjected to “the real thing.”

Step 1—Take the dog to the parking
lot of the veterinary clinic. During
the first several trials—and
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depending on the dog’s anxiety
level—you may only be able to
drive through the lot without
stopping. Alternatively, you can
park the car but remain inside. Play
with or food-reward the dog in the
car for a period of time and then
drive home.

Step 2—Drive to the parking lot,
and take the dog out of the car. Walk
the dog around the lot and play with
or food-reward the dog during this
time. When the dog seems relaxed
(and not concerned about entering
the clinic), take the dog home.

Step 3—Repeat Step 2, but play
with or food-reward the dog on the
front porch of the clinic near the
entrance. Remember to not progress
to subsequent steps until the dog is
very comfortable with the step at
which you are currently working.

Step 4—Take the dog into the
waiting room and repeat the reward
steps described above. Over consec-
utive trials, have the veterinary staff
also play with or food-reward the
dog while in the waiting room.
During each session, these periods
of play and/or food reward should
be alternated with short periods
where the dog is asked to sit or lie
quietly. This helps teach the dog to
be calm and more closely mimics
some of the usual waiting process.

Step 5—Repeat Step 4 in the
examination room. Do not progress
to Step 6 until the dog is comfort-
able waiting in the exam room and
having both the technical staff and
the professional staff (i.e., veterinar-
ian) repeatedly enter and interact
with the dog (playing, petting, etc.).
The staff should periodically assume
postures and positions near the dog
that are routinely observed during
physical examination and restraint,
although no such procedures should
actually be done to the dog at this

stage. Small dogs who are normally
handled on the table should under-
go an additional step where the
counterconditioning process occurs
on the table.

During the above steps, you should
begin handling exercises at home.
This involves conditioning the dog
to being handled and manipulated.
Handle and gently restrain the dog’s
body, head, legs, and feet. In addi-
tion, you should begin gently rolling
the skin on the dog’s neck, back,
and sides between your fingers.

Progressively apply slightly more
pressure (e.g., mild pinching) as you
do this. Always reward the dog
during these sessions if he or she
remains cooperative. Remain calm,
and do not lose patience with the
dog. This should become a game
associated with fun things (e.g.,
food, play, and attention from you).  

Step 6—Have the veterinarian begin
a partial physical exam. This should
not start with the dog’s head, as
many dogs find this phase intimi-
dating. It is typically easiest to begin
with chest auscultation. Distract and
reward the dog with food or a toy
during this process, even if the dog
does not stand completely still. The
goal at this point is not to actually
do the exam, but to accustom the

dog to the procedure in small incre-
ments to aid the dog in overcoming
anxiety. Over subsequent sessions,
progress through the process in a
more thorough manner. The staff
should repeat the same handling
exercises that you have been doing
at home. Make this fun!

When your dog’s vaccinations are
due, have only one injection given
the first time. If the dog requires
more than one vaccine, schedule
another appointment one to two
weeks later for the remainder. You
may have to schedule a separate
appointment for each injection.
During the dog’s first few “real”
veterinary visits, it is important to
maintain a fun, relaxed atmosphere
and avoid overtaxing the dog’s
tolerance level. Over time, practice
doing slightly more aversive proce-
dures with the dog, using food
rewards or toys to distract the dog
during the procedure.

Step 7—Once your dog has become
comfortable with the above steps, it
will be necessary to take the dog to
the clinic for fun visits periodically
throughout the year. Many dogs
will revert to their fearful behavior
if they resume going to the vet only
once or twice a year for procedures.
The more frequently you and your
dog are able to visit the clinic and
staff, the more comfortable your
dog will remain when being
handled there.

Lore Haug, DVM, lives in College
Station, TX, and is currently the
Friskies PetCare Resident in
Companion Animal Behavior at the
Texas A&M University Veterinary
Teaching Hospital. She is pursuing a
masters degree and board certification
in the American College of Veterinary
Behavior. She can be reached at
lhaug@cvm.tamu.edu.
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It is important to

maintain a fun,

relaxed atmosphere

and avoid overtaxing

the dog’s

tolerance level.


