
Fighting Fear, Anxiety, and Stress in Pets with Sedation 
 
A thimble would hold all the injectable anxiolytics and sedatives I administered to 
anxious or fearful pets in my first 35 years of practice. Same with oral sedatives. 
Basically, I didn’t give fear, anxiety, and stress in pets a second thought 99.99 percent 
of the time. I also didn’t observe it or monitor it. 
 
If I or any of the veterinary team I worked with saw it, or felt in via teeth or claws, it was 
treated like collateral damage: nothing a rabies pole or scruffing a cat so that her head 
and tail were in two different zip codes couldn't tackle.   
 
I didn't know much about sedatives, there weren't many prescription options, and "chill 
pills" or a little "liquid love" were rarely used. But my usage of injectable sedatives has 
metaphorically gone from a thimble to a 55 gallon drum of drugs and the pills from a 
trickle to a torrent.  
 
What dramatically changed our education, understanding and usage of anxiolytics and 
sedatives? Simple. We started understanding that what we were doing in veterinary 
medicine was causing repeat, severe, psychological damage to pets. That we had 
compelling reasons to start looking after both the physical and emotional wellbeing of 
pets under our care. 
 
Building on the bedrock of boarded veterinary behaviorists, over 170 pet health experts 
came together to develop Fear Free education, training and certification. A major 
portion of learning how to offer Free Free veterinary visits and become Fear Free 
certified as an individual veterinarian or nurse, is to take two one-hour modules on 
sedation. These sedation modules were developed by ten boarded anesthesiologists 
and behaviorists, with the help of a couple of general practitioners to make sure it was 
"doable" in everyday practice. 
 
When we first started out on this initiative to create Fear Free veterinary visits, the first 
step was learning basic behavior and the signs of fear, anxiety, and stress (FAS) in 
dogs, cats, and other companion animals. Many of us were shocked and saddened to 
see so many pets obviously suffering; it was like going back a decade ago when the 
profession didn't seem to understand that many pets were in pain and that we had an 
obligation to prevent or relieve pain via multimodal pain management.  
 
The veterinary behaviorists and anesthesiologists had known about FAS and its 
damaging effects for years (some for decades!), but the veterinary masses didn't seem 
to listen, or care to learn how to alleviate FAS.  I still remember several mandates from 
these experts ringing in my ears: 

1. Think of sedation as a first option, not a last resort 
2. Sedate early and often 
3. If you can't abate (FAS)...then you should sedate 



At North Idaho Animal Hospital where I work, we at first just dipped a toe in the sedation 
waters. We'd give sedatives only to the most stressed and fearful animals, and often 
with the old mindset of there's a battle to be fought...to protect us!  
 
Imagine our shock and surprise to see many of the wild cats and kinetic canines we 
feared or disliked seeing the most actually coming into the practice, or hospitalized, 
calm and happy. That inspired us to begin using anxiolytics and sedatives more and 
more: for all nail trims, for cats with painful exams, for almost all surgeries. With the 
positive results we saw in both the pet's physical and emotional wellbeing, we starting 
thinking with FAS pets that there's a battle to be fought...but to protect the pet! 
 
No more dog nail trims with "pile o' techs" restraint. Nobody putting on welding gloves 
and throwing a towel over a cat in a clash like battling a bobcat in a pillow case.  
 
Sedation allows us to not only follow our veterinary oath to "prevent or relieve animal 
pain and suffering," but we practice much better medicine with more thorough and 
accurate physical exams (pets don't hide pain or sensitivity), the TPR and BP are more 
normal, the blood chemistries are more accurate, and we don't see the 
immunosuppression and digestive upset that we used to see so commonly with 
stressed pets. We all win. 
 


