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The sensory perception of dogs and cats is different than a human’s perception. They can be more sensitive to 
environmental stimuli than we are. We must take this into consideration as we cultivate our hospital atmosphere and 
culture.  
Below is a list of potential items, tools, and concepts that may be used to help create a Fear Free veterinary hospital 
experience.  Because pets have individual preferences, it is imperative to continually assess the patient’s response.  
What may be calming for one patient may be stress-inducing for another.
Focus on creating a veterinary “spaw” that caters to developing a calm and inviting environment for each individual 
client and patient. 

POSSIBLE TOOLS

•

•
•

•

•

Commercially available pea-size or smaller canine and feline treats in a variety of textures: crunchy, soft and chewy, 
squishable, and lickable. Semi-moist pet foods or rolls may also be considered.
Freeze-dried treats (turkey, salmon, cheese, etc.): There are commercially available options.
Canned dog/cat food: Reduce waste by dividing a can of food into one tablespoon aliquots and placing one aliquot in a 1 
oz paper cup or empty 12 cc syringe casing. Label a storage container or bag with the type of food contained (especially 
useful with hypoallergenic diets) and store in the freezer. Pull out as needed throughout the day. They can be allowed to 
thaw at room temperature or warmed in your hands or a warm water bath before providing to the patient.
Pretzel rods: Lickable food (canned dog food, peanut butter without xylitol, canned cheese, liver paste, etc.) can be placed 
on a pretzel rod and provided to the patient. Advantages: Keeps human fingers away from the mouth and safer than a 
tongue depressor that may be grabbed and eaten by a dog.
Other human food options: deli meat, cubed chicken or ham, canned cheese, cottage cheese, peanut butter without xylitol 
(caution in regards to peanut allergies—always inquire about any human peanut allergies prior to using with a patient), string 
cheese, meat-based canned baby food with no onions.

Variety of treats—Because of individual preferences and potential dietary restrictions, a variety of easily accessible treats should be 
available throughout the hospital. When medically indicated, patients should be provided with small and highly desired treats 
throughout the veterinary experience to help condition a positive emotional response with the veterinary hospital. Examples of 
possible treats include:

Towels—Pastel-colored large plush towels can be used for comfort, visual blocks, gentle control, hiding, and safety. See color 
choices for more information regarding color options.

Toys—Play can provide for a fun outlet for our patients and help them to relax in the veterinary setting. Toys should be able to be 
disinfected after each patient.

Cat toys—Wand-type toys, food puzzle toys, plush toys, and catnip (pending the cat’s response). 

Dog toys—Appropriate-sized balls, fleece squeaky toys, food storage toys, tug toys.  

Treat bags—All team members should have these so treats are easily accessible. The treat bag should be worn around the waist for 
ease of access. 

fearfreepets.com



THINK   SPAW”: FEAR FREE 
HOSPITAL SUPPLY LIST 

Basket muzzles—When extra safety is needed with a patient, consider utilizing a basket muzzle with canine patients, as basket 
muzzles allow the pet to pant and take treats. When needed, muzzles should be used only to improve safety while implementing 
gentle control techniques. Consideration for the patient’s physiological and psychological wellbeing should be continually 
monitored. Teaching the pet to eagerly accept the muzzle through training is key to decreasing fear, anxiety, and stress. 

Body wraps—Body wraps may have a calming effect on some patients. For best results, body wraps should be conditioned at 
home prior to use in the hospital.

Brushes and combs—Some pets enjoy being brushed. For a pet that is not relaxed enough to eat treats but enjoys being brushed, 
brushing can be used to help create a pleasant experience.

Nonslip surfaces—Should be made available in all areas of the hospital in which patients have access. Examples include exam 
and treatment tables, exam and treatment room floors, reception area, kennels/cages, radiograph table, bathing area, scales, etc.

Acoustic and/or music therapy—Sets the tone of the visit. A neutral white noise machine can be used to muffle other hospital 
sounds. Music designed to induce calmness and relaxation in cats and dogs can be used throughout the hospital to facilitate 
relaxation and dilute potentially unpleasant sounds associated with the hospital.

Incandescent lighting and/or natural lighting—Provides for a more home-like feel.

Calming pheromones—Can be used on towels, bedding, scrubs, or as a diffuser in all rooms within the hospital. When utilizing a 
pheromone spray on towels, bedding, or scrubs, it is recommended to wait a minimum of 10 minutes prior to the pet having 
exposure to the surface.

Lavender aromatherapy—Useful for both clients and pets. Although current studies do not show strong support for the efficacy of 
aromatherapy due to inconsistencies in methodology and findings, evidence does indicate various odors have a significant effect 
on mood, cognition, physiology, and behavior. Additional studies are needed.1,2

Visual barriers—Minimizes sight lines between patients. Seeing other patients or even unfamiliar people can be stressful for some 
patients. Examples of visual barriers include plants, brochure stand, the strategic placement of towels, and utilizing tables or other 
natural barriers while moving patients through the hospital.

Hiding spots in cages—When medically prudent, allow the patient to choose whether to be visualized or hidden. 
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Color choices—Essential to creating a low-stress environment, according to Heather Lewis, AIA, NCARB, of Animal Arts in Boulder, 
Colorado. Generally, the colors used in the veterinary hospital should employ hues in the soft yellow to violet range, avoiding 
oranges and reds. This applies to towels, scrubs, doctor’s coats, wall color, and bedding. Based on the fact that dogs and cats are 
able to perceive the ultraviolet UVB spectrum, white manmade items may fluoresce. Consequently, white should be avoided.

Water bowls—Necessary to have in rooms if medically appropriate for the patient. Patients can become thirsty due to travel, 
panting, and/or eating treats. Help some of your patients relax by having a fresh water bowl in the room for them. Bowls should be 
disinfected after each patient.

Litterbox in feline examination rooms—Should be present when medically appropriate. Most cats are not trained to eliminate on 
cue or at specific times. Thus, a cat may not have had an opportunity to eliminate prior to the trip to the hospital. A full bladder or 
colon can lead to increased irritability and restlessness. Litterboxes should be disinfected with a gentle cleaner after each patient. 

Proactive anti-anxiety nutraceuticals and/or medications as well as pain medication—As warranted and dispensed by the 
veterinarian. For patients that are easily stressed or procedures that have the potential to be slightly uncomfortable or 
stress-inducing, start proactively treating patients when medically appropriate to create the best possible experience.  

Fresh needles—For injections, to make for a smooth insertion into the skin.

Low volume and low frequency treatment options—When considering treatment options, factor in dosing frequency and 
volume. Often times a smaller volume or less frequent dosing/treatment will be more easily accepted by our canine and feline 
patients. Discuss options with clients.

Topical anesthetics—Can be used to numb an area prior to injection or procedures, if medically appropriate. Options and 
examples include lidocaine gels or ice prior to giving an injection or placing an IV catheter.  

Cleaners—Choose effective cleaning agents that remove scents, not just mask them. The cleaners should have a minimized odor 
themselves. Pets’ sense of smell is much stronger than ours. 

Emotional medical record—Each hospital should develop a record-keeping system to record information regarding individual 
patient and client preferences. This prevents the need to rediscover these preferences with each visit. Similarly, information 
regarding the current stress level of the patient should be communicated to team members throughout each visit. 

A hospital culture dedicated to recognizing and preventing fear, anxiety, and stress in our patients—A Fear Free hospital 
culture involves all veterinary team members consistently incorporating a considerate approach, gentle control, and a touch 
gradient with every patient.
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Considerate approach is recognizing all the sensory and environmental input that a patient might experience and using this 
information to approach the patient in the calmest, least confrontational way possible. 

Gentle control is how the veterinary team comfortably and safely positions the patient to allow the administration of veterinary 
care without causing undue fear, anxiety, and stress.

Touch gradient has two components: initiating and maintaining hands-on physical contact with a patient and administering 
treatments that involve contact with the body, such as injections and nail trimming, beginning with the least invasive touch as you 
acclimate the patient to be ready for the final administration of care. 
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