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Advanced Programme for Treating Firework Phobias  

Claire Shorthose BVMS MRCVS 
The simple protocol for treating fear of fireworks that was provided with your CD will suit the majority of cases with a mild firework fear.  However, the more time you are able to spend working through the problem with you pet, and the more you are able to do to help him, the greater the chances of success – especially for those dogs and cats which are more severely affected.

A more advanced protocol is described below, which I have used successfully with my own dogs, and other cases of firework and other noise phobias.

The print-out record chart can be used to help you monitor your pet’s progress and decide when they are ready to progress through the different stages of the programme.

First create a safe, comforting environment in which to work with you pet as described in our basic protocol. (this can be downloaded from the fear of fireworks website).

· Wait until your pet is completely relaxed in the safe room – sleeping in front of the fire, having a cuddle, being groomed – whatever works for your pet, before even starting to turn on the CD.

· Try offering him a really tasty treat, such as a stuffed ‘Kong’ or treat ball, or an edible chew. 

· Make sure the animal is relaxed in the room, and that the DAP has bee switched on continuously for at least a week before starting to work through the advanced programme. 

Gradually allow your pet to become used to the firework sounds

· Turn on the CD, initially at a very low volume (Volume 1 on your CD player) and for a few seconds only.  Use a remote control, or get an assistant to operate the CD player, so you can stay with the pet.  Watch for your pet displaying any signs of anxiety – such as trembling, panting, seeking reassurance from you, pacing around, trying to hide – and record them on the progress chart.

REMEMBER – START BY PLAYING THE CD AT VERY LOW VOLUMES.

Our pets are far more sensitive to sounds than people are, and the pet will hear the CD at volumes so low you do not even know that it is on.  

· Play the CD at gradually increasing volumes, for gradually longer periods of time, in the following order.  The ‘volume’ suggestions assume a CD player with a variable volume in which you would be comfortable listening listen to music at volume 12.  You will need to adjust this to suit your own CD player!

Each ‘step’ represents one session – you can do this as often during the day as you are able, but you should carry out at least one session per day while you are working through the protocol with you pet.

Repeat each step as often as you need to, until your pet is completely happy and relaxed, and then move on to the next stage.

The CD has been carefully designed to introduce a ‘random’ element within these playing times, with a variety of firework sounds mixed between periods of silence, so that the noises appear as realistic to your pet as possible

In the later stages of the programme, you will also be varying the playing time und volume up and down, so your pet does not become used to exactly the same sounds and length of play.

Most dogs and cats will be able to progress by one step per day, but some may take far longer.  There’s no rush – the longer you spend desensitising and counter-conditioning your dog now, the more effective the programme is likely to be.

· Only when your pet is showing no signs of anxiety at a certain volume should you increase it. Over around 3-4 weeks, you can work up to playing the disc at full volume for up to 15 minutes, while the pet remains calm and relaxed throughout.  

· Reward the pet for remaining calm and relaxed while the CD is playing.  You can use food treats for this, but also don’t forget to talk to the pet and make a fuss of him as well.  Pets which are only mildly fearful may enjoy playing a game such as ‘fetch’ with you while the CD is being played

· If the pet appears anxious at any time, say nothing to him, avoid eye contact and turn the CD off. Certainly don’t punish your pet for showing any fearful behaviour, but it is equally wrong to make too much of a fuss.  Instead of reassuring him, you are simply reinforcing the fearful behaviour – telling him that he’s right to be scared

· If your pets shows any signs of anxiety, do not play the CD again for a few days, start again at a step which was previously ‘safe’, and work up gradually again to the step that your pet found frightening.

If you have any difficulties with introducing the CD, or your pet appears distressed at any stage of the programme, it may be that the pet requires additional help, in the form of a more detailed behaviour therapy plan, or medication to help him remain calm while working through the protocol.  Your vet will be able to advise you about suitable mediation to use, if necessary.

Once you have managed to play the CD at full, ‘realistic’ volumes in the safe room of the house, your pet will be far better able to cope with real fireworks noises coming from outside. 
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What Next ?

Once your pet is used to the CD and you have both made it through this year’s bonfire season, it is a good idea to keep up the desensitisation programme.  You do not have to keep playing the CD every day – once a week or as often as you remember will be fine – but do try and keep the element of surprise.  

Try the following variations:

· Play the CD with the player set to ‘random’ mode so that your pet does not become used to the order of the tracks

· Move the CD player around the house, so the pet does not get used to the sound always coming from the same place

· Play the CD with different family members in attendance, so the pet does not come to rely on just one person for reassurance

· Once you are sure that your pet is not frightened by the CD, try playing it while your pet is calm and relaxed in different rooms of the house, or even the car or the garden.

· Make sure you play the CD at random times of day, to keep the element of surprise.  That way, your pet will be better prepared for random fireworks, bird scarers, local shoots or other similar noises that occur throughout the year

Fear of Fireworks.com owns copyright of this protocol and accompanying recording. 

Any unauthorised broadcasting, copying or recording in any manner what so ever will constitute infringement of such copyright.
