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I f you’ve ever considered skipping your pet’s 
checkup to avoid sending your furry friend 
into a tizzy, you’re not alone. Many pet par-

ents acknowledge that their dogs and cats show 
clear signs of distress before and during veter-
inary visits, even the most routine ones. But 
that is changing through an increasingly pop-

ular and effective movement called Fear Free. 

THE FEAR FREE VETERINARY VISIT 
Fear Free is an initiative being adopted by vet-
erinary practices across the country to cater to 
animals’ emotional well-being during visits. It 
involves a series of actions to reduce the stress 
and anxiety associated with a trip to the veteri-
narian—from the carrier and car ride to the wait-
ing room and examination. Overall, Fear Free is 
about pet owners and veterinary teams working 

together to create a less stressful, more enjoy-
able atmosphere for everyone. 

To become Fear Free certified, a vet-
erinary practice must complete a com-
prehensive certification course. Based on 

the practice’s size and the team’s progress 
toward implementing Fear Free techniques, 
you may notice changes of varying levels at 
your next visit. Some modifications might 
go unnoticed by you, but that’s OK—they 
were made for your pet! 

Colors, Noises, and Smells
Stark, bright colors can be jarring for 

cats and dogs, triggering a sense of 
alertness that may lead to panic. 

That’s why many practices 
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are painting the walls in softer hues, and doc-
tors and staff are ditching white lab coats and 
scrubs for light, pastel palettes. You might also 
notice slightly dimmer lighting in the office and 
exam room. 

Cats and dogs have much more sensitive 
hearing than humans do, and they can pick up 
noises at higher frequencies that are farther 
away. Taking this into consideration, practices 
are working to diminish background sounds 
that might frighten pets, like closing kennels, 
ringing phones, slamming doors, and fellow 
patients, replacing them with soundtracks 
made by animal behaviorists to create a more 
serene experience. 

One common Fear Free technique is the use 
of synthetic pheromones that mimic naturally 
calming body chemicals. For some pets, these 
scents provide a sense of peace and induce a 
noticeable change in demeanor. The products 
are species specific; dogs cannot smell cat pher-
omones, cats can’t detect dog pheromones, and 
humans notice neither. Pheromones can be dis-
persed through diffusers, worn topically by staff, 
and sprayed onto towels that pets lie on. 

Examination Tables
Cold, metal exam tables may be sterile but are 
far from comfortable. Fear Free encourages 
veterinarians to create nonslip surfaces (think 
towel or yoga mat) or forgo the table entirely. 
Your veterinarian might choose to examine your 
pet on the floor, in the carrier, or even while the 

pet sits on your lap. 

Reward Systems
It’s no secret that pets love treats. 
Barring any procedure that would prevent 



own behaviors that should raise a red flag. 
When any are displayed, alert the staff. 

While the veterinarian should guide the 
appointment, you can assist in a few simple 
ways. For starters, bring your pet’s favorite 
treats and perhaps a familiar toy or two. If 
you know your dog responds well to a com-
pression vest, he or she should arrive at the 
office already wearing one. Before entering 
the practice, check in to see if the veterinar-
ian is on time. If things are running a little 
behind, ask if you and your pet can wait in 
your car or in an open exam room to avoid 
the stress of the waiting room area.   

Believe it or not, your own anxiety can 
affect your pet, too. Be cognizant of how 
you react to the situation. Don’t pull too 
hard on the leash; speak in a calm, low 
tone; and act friendly and excited toward 
everyone at the office. Your pet will pick up 
on these cues.

If you have more than 1 pet, consider 
bringing them to each other’s appoint-
ments. This will help acquaint all your ani-
mals with the office and provide compan-
ionship for the pet that is the patient. To 
take it a step further, stop by the practice 
with your pet when no exam is scheduled. 
Greet the front office staff, and bring treats 
as rewards. Receiving affection and food 
without any poking or prodding will help 
eliminate negative associations. 

If your pet is ultra-anxious and fearful 
about visits, your veterinarian may pre-
scribe an antianxiety medication for the 
day of the appointment. The medication 
and dose vary from animal to animal, but 
follow instructions exactly to ensure the 
best results.

Finding the right treatment plan for your 
pet can take time and some trial and error. 
Be patient. Fear Free is an ongoing method 
to achieve optimal health for your pet—both 
physically and mentally. 

it, many veterinarians are using food as a 
distraction and incentive throughout exam-
inations. Animals that associate their doc-
tors with treats are less likely to hide or 
show signs of fear and aggression. 

HOW FEAR FREE AFFECTS YOUR PET
Research shows that repeated negative 
experiences can have a lasting impact on 
a pet, so Fear Free’s main objective is to 
change your pet’s feelings about the vet-
erinary office and examination process. All 
aspects of Fear Free work harmoniously to 
provide thorough care that reduces the risk 
of physical and emotional trauma. 

Although it is always important to find a 
veterinarian whose education and experi-
ence you trust, there may be advantages to 
working with an office that is also Fear Free 
certified. In the best-case scenario, your 
pet will learn to love veterinary visits and 
will soon cozy up to technicians for extra 
treats and belly rubs. 

WHAT CAN YOU DO? 
Fear Free works best when the initiative 
begins at home. Based on your cat’s or dog’s 
reactions to the veterinary experience, your 
veterinarian may recommend a specific 
course of action. However, you can take 
steps to start off each visit on the right paw. 

H ow sociable and self-assured 
your kitten grows up to be 
depends largely on her expe-
riences early in life. Exposing 

kittens to a wide variety of people, plac-

es, and situations that they are likely to 

encounter over their lifetime—while they 

are still young—can foster good grown-

up behavior. These positive and diverse 

experiences will make your kitten more 

likely to enjoy social interactions and 

novel experiences without fear or ag-

gression in the future. This is what kit-

ten socialization is all about. 
The ideal time to socialize your kitten 

is when she is between 4 and 14 weeks of 

age. Planning, preparation, and positive 

reinforcement are the keys to successful 

socialization. By providing favorite treats 

and toys during socialization, your kit-

ten will associate desirable things with 

experiences, thus creating positive and 

pleasant memories.
TRAVELLING HOMETo acclimate your kitten to her forever 

home, expose her to all sorts of other 

people, pets, visitors, and noises. This 

includes people not only of different 

ages, races, genders, and sizes but also 

people wearing hats or glasses and 

people with wheelchairs or walkers. 

Typical household noises can include 

appliances (dishwasher, blender), vac-

uums, radios, and televisions. Allow 

people to gently handle your kitten’s 

paws, ears, mouth, and body. Be sure to 

provide lots of positive reinforcement. 

Be sure to provide lots of positive rein-

forcement.

SETTING UP THE CAGE to other pets, it’s best do so gradually. 

Because a cat’s sense of smell is very im-

portant, you might try transferring some 

of the smells of other pets onto your 

kitten before making introductions. It 

can also help to introduce the animals 

to each other when they are separated 

by a baby gate or cracked door. This al-

lows them to meet each other by scent 

first. Introduce kittens to calm, gentle 

dogs at first, preferably while the dog 

is leashed. Oxf course, be sure to sepa-

rate the animals if either of them shows 

signs of aggression. Oxf course, be sure 

to separate the animals if either of them 

shows signs of aggression. first. Intro-

duce kittens to calm, gentle dogs at first, 

preferably while the dog is leashed. Oxf 

course, be sure to separate the animals 

if either of them shows signs of aggres-

sion. Oxf course, be sure to separate the 

animals if either of them shows signs of 

aggression.

THE CARRIER, THE CAR,  AND THE CLINICTo associate a pleasant response to the 

presence of the carrier, leave the carri-

er in the kitten’s environment for easy 

access. Kittens should have to option to 

enter and exit the carrier by choice. Pro-

vide comfortable bedding in the carrier 

while occasionally hiding treats and toys 

for exploration. Feeding canned food in 

the carrier daily allows for a positive ex-

perience with entering the carrier.
Once the kitten is comfortable with 

the carrier itself, place the carrier inside 

a vehicle. Be sure the vehicle tempera-

ture is appropriate and comfortable be-

fore placing the kitten inside. Secure the 

carrier on the floor behind the passen-

ger seat, and make sure the kitten has 

good footing for stability. Consider feline 
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H ow sociable and self-assured 
your kitten grows up to be 
depends largely on her expe-
riences early in life. Exposing 

kittens to a wide variety of people, plac-

es, and situations that they are likely to 

encounter over their lifetime—while they 

are still young—can foster good grown-

up behavior. These positive and diverse 

experiences will make your kitten more 

likely to enjoy social interactions and 

novel experiences without fear or ag-

gression in the future. This is what kit-

ten socialization is all about. 
The ideal time to socialize your kitten 

is when she is between 4 and 14 weeks of 

age. Planning, preparation, and positive 

reinforcement are the keys to successful 

socialization. By providing favorite treats 

and toys during socialization, your kit-

ten will associate desirable things with 

experiences, thus creating positive and 

pleasant memories.
TRAVELLING HOMETo acclimate your kitten to her forever 

home, expose her to all sorts of other 

people, pets, visitors, and noises. This 

includes people not only of different 

ages, races, genders, and sizes but also 

people wearing hats or glasses and 

people with wheelchairs or walkers. 

Typical household noises can include 

appliances (dishwasher, blender), vac-

uums, radios, and televisions. Allow 

people to gently handle your kitten’s 

paws, ears, mouth, and body. Be sure to 

provide lots of positive reinforcement. 

Be sure to provide lots of positive rein-

forcement.

SETTING UP THE CAGE to other pets, it’s best do so gradually. 

Because a cat’s sense of smell is very im-

portant, you might try transferring some 

of the smells of other pets onto your 

kitten before making introductions. It 

can also help to introduce the animals 

to each other when they are separated 

by a baby gate or cracked door. This al-

lows them to meet each other by scent 

first. Introduce kittens to calm, gentle 

dogs at first, preferably while the dog 

is leashed. Oxf course, be sure to sepa-

rate the animals if either of them shows 
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How sociable and self-assured 
your kitten grows up to be 
depends largely on her expe-
riences early in life. Exposing 

kittens to a wide variety of people, plac-
es, and situations that they are likely 
to encounter over their lifetime—while 
they are still young—can 
foster good grown-up be-
havior. These positive and 
diverse experiences will 
make your kitten more 
likely to enjoy social in-
teractions and novel ex-
periences without fear or 
aggression in the future. 
This is what kitten social-
ization is all about. 

The ideal time to social-
ize your kitten is when she is between 
4 and 14 weeks of age. Planning, prepa-
ration, and positive reinforcement are 
the keys to successful socialization. By 
providing favorite treats and toys during 
socialization, your kitten will associate 

desirable things with experiences, thus 
creating positive and pleasant memories.

PEOPLE, OTHER PETS, AND NOISES
To acclimate your kitten to her forever 
home, expose her to all sorts of other 
people, pets, visitors, and noises. This 

includes people not only 
of different ages, rac-
es, genders, and sizes 
but also people wearing 
hats or glasses and peo-
ple with wheelchairs or 
walkers. Typical house-
hold noises can include 
appliances (dishwasher, 
blender), vacuums, radi-
os, and televisions. Allow 
people to gently handle 

your kitten’s paws, ears, mouth, and 
body. Be sure to provide lots of posi-
tive reinforcement in association with 
these different types of people.

When exposing your kitten to other 
pets, it’s best do so gradually. Because 
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Kitten Socialization 
Made Easy

What About Kitty  
Kindergarten? 
Kitten socialization classes—also 
known as kitty kindergarten—have 
become quite popular in recent 
years. They are successful be-
cause they offer the opportunity 
for young cats to interact and play 
with people and other kittens in a 
social setting. Because classes of-
ten take place over multiple days, 
they also provide the opportunity 
for carrier and vehicle training. 
Many classes are held in veteri-
nary clinics, which helps acclimate 
the kittens to the hospital environ-
ment and equipment, and are led 
by the veterinary staff, who can 
guide the socialization process 
and answer any questions you 
have about nutrition, grooming, 
and other care.
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Planning, 
preparation, 
and positive 
reinforcement 
are the keys 
to successful 
socialization.

(Continued on the following page)
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The Carrier
If you take out your pet’s carrier only for vet-
erinary visits, then it should come as no sur-
prise when your cat or small dog instinctively 
bolts at the sight. Instead, take the time to 
acclimate your pet to the crate by leaving it 
in a common space. Leave the carrier door 
open, and place a blanket and favorite toy 
inside. Eventually, your curious pet should 
start to venture in and out at will. As your pet 
makes more voluntary trips to the crate, shut 
the door for a few minutes at a time. 

Once your pet seems comfortable with 
the process, close the door and pick up the 
carrier with your pet inside. Always provide 
treats both in the carrier and as a reward 
for each successful test run. For an added 
measure of tranquility, spray a blanket with 
synthetic pheromones 10 minutes before 
the pet enters. The more relaxed your pet 
becomes with the carrier, the less stressful 
the start of the next visit will be. 

The Car Ride
Another step toward a Fear Free veterinary 
experience involves reducing your pet’s 
anxiety about car rides. This is easiest with 
kittens and puppies—their curiosity tends 
to make them more adaptable—but is fea-
sible for adult pets, too. Again, it’s best to 
start slow. Spend time with your pet in your 
parked car, offering treats, head scratches, 
and playtime just as you would in your 
home. Gradually increase the amount of 

time your pet spends in the car, then turn 
on the ignition but stay put. Next, go 

for short drives, followed by a few 
jaunts of the same length as a 

trip to the veterinary office. 

The Veterinary Hospital
No one knows your pet 
better than you do. That’s 
why it’s important that you 
act as an advocate for your 
cat or dog during veterinary 

appointments. This starts 
with understanding and recog-

nizing the signs of fear and stress 
that your pet displays. Common 

indicators include a tucked tail, pacing, 
excessive shedding, growling, and pant-
ing, but your pet may exhibit his or her 
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