
THE HOLIDAY SEASON IS APPROACHING FAST!  
For many, the next few months will focus on family, friends, and good cheer. 

But for your furriest family members, the holidays may bring unfamiliar 
faces, loud noises, and the temptation to eat potentially hazardous things. 
Knowing what to look out for and the steps to take in an emergency can 

help ensure that, for both you and your pet, this really is  
the most wonderful time of the year. 

Common  
Holiday Hazards

CHOCOLATE
Although it poses a well-known danger to pets, chocolate 
remains one of the most highly reported pet toxicities. In fact, 
the Animal Poison Control Center (APCC) of the American 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals addressed 
17,540 chocolate toxicity cases in 2017, or about 48 per day.

Chocolate becomes a heightened concern during the 
holiday season because of the increased volume of candies, 
baked goods, and chocolate-covered treats in the home. 
During the week of Halloween, calls to 
the Pet Poison Helpline—most 
regarding pets accidentally 
ingesting candy—increase 
by 12%, making it the 
center’s busiest time 
of year. 

DECOR
The final few months of the year are brimming with 
opportunities to decorate your home. Unfortunately,  
for pets, some decorations look like toys and could  
lead to injury.

One major culprit: tinsel. Shiny and stringlike, this is 
a major temptation for cats—and a major threat. Because 
tinsel is thin and sharp, it can be swallowed easily and 
become lodged in a cat’s stomach and unable to pass 
through the intestines. Most veterinarians recommend 

skipping the tinsel if you have a cat in your home. 
Pet owners who celebrate Christmas should 

anchor the tree securely so it cannot tip over, 
potentially injuring a pet. Also, keep an eye on 

the water in their tree’s stand. Some pets lap up the 
stagnant water, which is a breeding ground for bacteria, 
and can quickly become ill. 
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S ummertime often means travel 
time, and many pet owners 
wouldn’t dream of leaving their 

4-legged family members at home. 

Extra preparation and precaution 

should go into planning a trip when 

you bring your pet. Before you hit the 

open road or friendly skies, make sure 

you’ve done your homework. CONSULT WITH YOUR 
VETERINARIANSome animals cannot handle travel 

because of age, illness, injury, or tem-

perament. Before you begin planning, 

schedule a visit with your veterinar-

ian to ensure your pet is healthy and 

to renew any vaccinations that may 

be due. If your pet will be traveling by 

plane, a health certificate signed by a 

veterinarian as well as other documen-

tation may be required. The weeks leading up to your trip are 

also a good time to start your cat or dog 

on a parasite preventive if they are not 

already protected. This is especially 

true if you’re visiting an area where 

ticks or mosquitoes are endemic, as 

these insects can transmit serious and 

sometimes life-threatening diseases. 

Your veterinarian might also 
suggest certain medications 

or supplements if your pet is prone 

to becoming car sick or has known 

anxiety issues that might be exac-

erbated by travel. Don’t give your 

pet any medications, either over-the-

counter or prescribed, without first 

consulting your veterinarian. 
If your pet is not already micro-

chipped, consider it before traveling 

in case you become separated at some 

point during your trip. If your pet is 

microchipped, confirm that the registry 

information is current. A LITTLE RESEARCH GOES 
A LONG WAYAs you plan your upcoming vacation, 

you’ll likely have to make a few adjust-

ments to ensure your pet is both per-

mitted and protected. 
Pet-Friendly Accommodations
Not all hotels welcome pets, but a grow-

ing number do. Hotels typically indi-

cate on their websites if they are pet 

friendly, and a number of dedicated 

databases are available to help narrow 

down the search based on your desti-

nation. Popular travel websites such as 

Expedia and TripAdvisor now have fil-

ters based on pet-friendly accommoda-

tions as well. If you’re staying in a hotel, 

you’ll need to review its specific pet pol-

icy, as many hotels do not allow pets to 

be left in rooms unattended. 
In addition to sleeping arrange-

ments, also consider meals. Depending 

on where you’re traveling, pet-friendly 

restaurants may be hard to come by. 

Large cities tend to have more options, 

but again, an internet search will help 

narrow your options. 
Airline PoliciesAirline carriers are subject to certain 

federal regulations related to animal 

transport, but individual companies 

also have their own policies, so make 

sure you understand all the require-

ments and restrictions before heading 

to the airport. For example, airlines 

impose limitations on the breed and size 

of animals traveling in the cargo area or 

cabin of a plane, and some restrict the 

number of animals allowed in the cabin 
during any given flight. Your best 

bet is to make a reservation 
well in advance. 
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When your pet becomes a travel companion, safety is key. 

Does your dog or cat cower in 

the corner or hide in the bath-

tub on New Year’s Eve and the 

Fourth of July? How about during 

thunderstorms? Although most ani-

mals don’t love loud noises, for a large 

subset of pets—nearly half, by some 

estimates—the sensitivity to sudden, 

loud noises is more than a dislike. It 

reaches fear- and anxiety-inducing 

levels that can lead to behavioral and 

health challenges. This extreme reac-

tion is called noise aversion. 

The sounds associated with noise 

aversion share the common character-

istics of being extremely loud, difficult 

to localize, and lacking in pattern—

think fireworks, thunder, construc-

tion, and honking horns. Researchers 

do not know why some animals expe-

rience significant anxiety when they 

hear loud noises. Some pets may 

already suffer from anxiety disorders 

that are heightened by high-pitched 

noises, while others may develop the 

fear following a traumatic experience 

or learn the trait from another pet in 

the home. Regardless, it’s important 

for pet owners to recognize that their 

furry friend may be suffering and that 

noise aversion is a real medical condi-

tion that can be treated. 

As with any illness or behavioral 

change you notice in your pet, noise 

aversion requires veterinary atten-

tion. Your veterinarian is the best 

source of knowledge and will be an 

invaluable resource for helping your 

pet find effective relief from this very 

real and potentially dangerous phobia. 

THE DOS AND DON’TS OF 

TREATING NOISE AVERSION 

You can institute a variety of rem-

edies—both medical and environ-

mental—to relieve your pet of the 

fretfulness that results from noise 

aversion. In many cases, it’s a combi-

nation of treatments that garners the 

best results. 

First, it’s important to pinpoint the 

triggers of your pet’s fear, as not all 

animals respond to loud sounds 

in the same way. For instance, 

if you know fireworks cause 

extreme anxiety for 

your pet, you’ll want 

to have measures in 

place before holidays 

such as New Year’s Eve and 

Independence Day to help him get 

through the celebrations unscathed. 

Similarly, if storms cause your cat to 

hide in a closet or defecate outside the 

litterbox, but slamming doors barely 

makes her flinch, you can deduce that 

thunder is likely the trigger. 

Don’t Scold

When your pet does something 

wrong, such as chewing your favor-

ite slipper or scratching at the 

couch, your initial reaction may be to 
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ADDRESSING

THE FEAR:  
NOISE AVERSION 

AND YOUR PET

PLANTS
It’s widely believed that poinsettias are toxic to pets, but that’s not entirely true. Although 
eating large amounts of the plant has the potential to sicken an animal, mistletoe and holly 
are actually much more toxic. If ingested, either plant could lead to vomiting, diarrhea, and 
heart arrhythmia in both dogs and cats.

Likewise, Halloween decorations such as pumpkins and cornstalks can cause 
gastrointestinal upset or intestinal blockage, and jack-o’-
lanterns or other decorations with lit candles could burn 
a curious pet. So be sure to keep a watchful eye on your 
pet—or use alternative decorations.

XYLITOL
It’s very likely that the sugar-free sweetener xylitol lurks in your pantry. A common 
ingredient in baked goods, gum, and even peanut butter, the additive is particularly 
dangerous for dogs. Xylitol can cause their blood sugar to drop and even lead to liver failure. 
Although you can check the ingredient list of the foods you serve or prepare at home, it’s 
best to keep all baked goods out of your pet’s reach. 

NOISE
From a pet’s perspective, many holiday traditions aren’t exciting—they’re scary. On 
Halloween, for example, you might rejoice in the stream of costume-clad trick-or-treaters 
at the door, but your pet just notices that the doorbell has rung dozens of times, only to 
reveal odd-looking strangers each time. This can result in unexpected aggression or an 
attempted escape through the open door. The best way to avoid this stress is to put your 
pet in a secure crate or a room as far away as possible from the front door.

On New Year’s Eve, the fireworks that mark the start of a fresh year produce an unwelcome 
barrage of noise that may send your dog into hiding. If you know that your dog or cat suffers 
from noise aversion or anxiety, speak with your veterinarian about extra measures you can 
take to ensure your pet gets through the next few weeks unscathed. 

GUESTS
You may look forward to the parties and excitement of the season, but that doesn’t 
mean your furry friend does. In fact, your cat or dog is probably not a party animal at all. 
Unfamiliar faces may increase your pet’s level of anxiety or aggression and pose a safety 
risk. Also, guests entering and exiting your home may not notice your pet slipping out the 
door behind them. 

To help prevent mishaps, tell visitors in advance that you have a pet. You should also set 
up a comfortable, quiet place as retreat for your cat or dog if the socializing becomes too 
overwhelming. Don’t forget to check in on her from time to time. 

If you host overnight guests, be leery of their medications. Yours likely are properly 
stored away, but visitors may leave pills in their suitcase or on a nightstand where pets 
can access them easily. This applies to prescription and over-the-counter medications, 
supplements, and vitamins. Last year, the APCC received nearly 35,000 calls about the 
accidental ingestion of medications. 

BE PREPARED

You don’t have to choose between having a pet and having a 
good time this holiday season, but being a responsible pet owner 
means taking precautions to keep your pet happy and healthy 
well into the new year. If, despite your best efforts, you suspect 
that your cat or dog has ingested a potentially toxic decoration 
or food item, immediately call a pet poison hotline, such as the 
APCC (888-426-4435) or Pet Poison Helpline (855-764-7661). 
Specially trained staff can help identify what your pet ingested 
and alert you to any danger. If you notice that your pet seems 
sick or acts odd, don’t hesitate to contact your veterinarian. 

FOR MORE FAST FACT SHEETS, VISIT  
AmericanVeterinarian.com/educated-client
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