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For many veterinarians, behavior and training are sub-
jects that are brought up in the examination room for
the benefit of the pet and the owner, but a better-behaved
pet can reap intangible benefits for the veterinary health
care team as well.

“If we want to be able to treat patients, they have to be
able to behave,” says Sophia Yin, DVM, MS (Animal Sci-
ence), an applied animal behaviorist, author and lecturer
in Davis, Calif. “No one wants to bring a pet to the clinic if
it is going to be scared.”

One important part of the physical examination is the
patient’s disposition. Experts say that some veterinarians
may be focused on internal organs and signs of illness and
may not take the time to read the animal’s fear level.

“A lot of times veterinarians forget to stop and think for
a few extra seconds,” Yin says, “that the dog or cat sitting
there, frozen, letting you complete an examination with no
protest is probably fearful. If you don’t take precautions,
you can make the animal worse. If it has a bad enough ex-
perience, then its fear can turn into aggression.”

Some of the problem behaviors that surface in the ex-
amination room can be solved by clients at home. Explain
to owners that by petting the animal all over and getting it
used to gentle restraint and being held, they can make the
examination will go smoother and less stress will be expe-
rienced by all.

“It can be easy to do, but cat owners don’t usually do it,”
says Andrew Luescher, DVM, PhD, DACVB, director of the
Animal Behavior Clinic at Purdue University. “A puppy has
to get used to being restrained, having its paws handled

and having people gently reach into its mouth. It’s the
same with a kitten. People get puppies used to riding in
cars, but they don’t do it with cats. Most cats are in panic
mode and howl the entire way to the clinic.”

One of the reasons this happens, Luescher says, is that
most people adopt cats from shelters when the cats are
adults or adolescents, well beyond the critical socialization
period. “They don’t usually raise them from kittens, and
that’s why we have a lot of problems with cats.”

The signs of fear, Yin says, should be at the top of every
veterinarian’s mind, especially during a new patient exam-
ination. Subtle signs of an increased fear level in dogs in-
clude:
• Yawning when it’s not the dog’s usual sleep time
• Excessive licking of lips when food is not being offered
• Excessive panting when it is not hot
• Turning away when an owner or staff member reaches

out
“When a dog is in a new environment, it should want

to explore,” Yin says. “When a dog is scared, it holds still
— so when veterinarians or technicians are looking at a
motionless dog, they may think the pet is comfortable,
but it can actually be fearful.”

It can be challenging to keep a dog or cat calm in a
normally hectic examination room, but there are ways to
help ease the experience for both pet and vet.

“Make the environment comfortable for the pet and
make it feel safe,” Yin says. “You don’t want to bring a
scared animal into a chaotic environment.”

One simple way to help a known fearful patient relax
in the clinic is to recommend that the owner bring it in
during slower times. It may be difficult for the owner to
schedule such a visit, but the benefits to the pet are
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worth the attempt.
Barriers in the waiting room also can help fearful cats

and dogs hide from other fearful animals. Many dogs
don’t like other dogs, and a lot of cats don’t like other
cats, Yin explains.

Greeting a dog in the examination room can set the
tone for the entire appointment, she adds, but some vet-
erinarians and technicians can greet the dog in the
wrong manner and increase its fear level.

“Some people greet dogs the wrong way,” Yin says.
“They try to get in its personal space and stick a hand out
to pet it. If an animal is scared, you should let it come to
you and make first contact. If a dog is scared, it couldn’t
care less whether you praise it.”

Fortunately, a good way to break the ice is an old-fash-
ioned, inexpensive bribe.

“Just stand sideways and toss treats at the dog without
looking at it,” Yin says. “Pretend your sneaking the treats
to it. When the dog comes over, you can hand it treats
while you’re standing. A lot of times I will wait until the
dog sits, then hand treats to it and watch for body lan-
guage.”

If Yin sees that the dog is relaxed, wagging its tail and
approaching her, she says everything will most likely be
fine. If the dog still looks nervous, she tries giving the
treats for a little longer.

“Often, dogs will not take treats for the first several
minutes, but when they realize you’re not doing any-
thing to them yet, they will come over and accept them.”

For cats, experts agree that it is important not to sim-

ply yank the cat out of the carrier by the scruff of its neck.
This is stressful for both owner and pet. Cats should be
allowed to explore the examination room while the vet-
erinarian and owner speak about any preliminary con-
cerns and go through the history.

“Instead of just dragging it from the crate, it’s better
to take the top of the crate off,” Yin says. “If you need to,
conduct the exam while the cat is hiding under a towel.
A lot of cats will hiss in the carrier, but if you put a towel
over them, they will calm down. You can do a pretty thor-
ough exam [with a cat] under a towel. You just lift up the
towel to access the part you need to check. vF
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Handle with Care
When you’re trying to place a dog on its side and it
bangs its head, if you can’t get a dog to sit without
physically struggling with it or if you can’t get a dog
from sternal to lateral recumbency while it is
struggling, then you’re probably doing it wrong.

A lot of times dogs will put up with what we do, so
we don’t realize we’re doing it wrong until we get
one dog that does struggle. You immediately think,
‘naughty dog,’ but it’s likely that you didn’t support it
correctly, so it doesn’t trust you.

If a physical therapist wanted you to lie down and
then yanked your feet out from under you, you’d
probably be angry as well.

Being aware of where you place your hands on the
dog so it doesn’t flop in a certain direction can help.
You don’t want to yell or say anything mean to the
dog because it probably isn’t misbehaving — it just
doesn’t know what you want it to do.

— Dr. Sophia Yin


