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ABSTRACT: Noise phobias in dogs are becoming increasingly common, with 
around 80% of pets suffering from this condition. The increase in its prevalence 
has led to this study being undertaken looking into how owners are currently 
treating it. Data gathered by questionnaire were analysed to see if breed, age, 
sex or lifestyle altered the treatment used. Results revealed that dogs born in 
autumn and winter were less likely to develop a noise phobia, possibly because 
they are exposed to loud noises such as fireworks from a young age at that time 
of year. It was also found that many clients still aren’t treating noise phobias at 
all. In conclusion, it was decided that tranquilisers should only be used as a last 
resort as they do not treat the underlying problem, they merely mask it. Wherever 
possible, noise phobias should be managed with the use of pheromones and 
herbal products/nutraceuticals. If the phobia is more severe, behavioural therapy 
should be trialled; however, for any treatment to work, client compliance is key.

Introduction
A noise phobia is defined as a profound, 
persistent and excessive fear of noises 
(Horwitz & Neilson, 2007). It is a problem 
because there is no real way of preventing 
it apart from exposing puppies to a variety 
of stimuli from a young age (Horwitz 
& Neilson, 2007). Even then, a dog may 
still develop a phobia of a particular 
sound they haven’t yet come across. It can 
become a problem in older age as the dog 
may become so frightened it may attempt 
to run away or cause damage to the 
home or itself and it may even become so 
fear-aggressive that euthanasia is needed 
(Sherman & Mills, 2008). It is for these 
reasons that a noise phobia should not 
be ignored, but rather should be taken 
seriously and treated as an illness. The 
question is, though, how to treat it? Firstly 
we must look at the options available 
and then findings gathered by means of a 
questionnaire will be discussed to reveal 
what treatment method is best.

Treatment
There are many types of treatment avail-
able, but the most effective therapy varies 
greatly between individuals.

Medicinal treatments
Conventional drugs such as tranquilisers 
can be used to help manage a dog’s fear 
(American Kennel Club Canine Health 
Foundation (AKCCHF), 2010). However, 
they tend not to be used very often 
nowadays as research has shown that tran-
quilisers block motor activity, but sensitise 
auditory stimulation – meaning the dog 
is unable to move but can still hear the 
noise. This can therefore make the fear 
worse and make them more fearful of 
future noises. There are also potential 
side effects of using these drugs long term 
such as liver damage/failure (Horwitz 
& Neilson, 2007). Data sheets for these 
drugs support this, listing elevation in 
liver enzymes as a possible side effect.

Anti-anxiety and anti-depressant classes 
of drugs such as Clomipramine and 
Paroxetine may also be used. These tend 
to be better than tranquilisers as they 
don’t sedate the dog or heighten auditory 
stimulation.

Surgery
Neutering has been shown to have the 
potential to calm animals with a nervous 
disposition, and so lessen the effects of 
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a noise phobia (O’Farrell, 1992). Official 
scientific studies have not been performed 
to prove this, but if it could help it may be 
worth considering.

Herbal remedies, homeopathy and 
nutraceuticals
There are a number of herbal preparations 
available which are said to give sympto-
matic relief from the phobia with fewer 
side effects than conventional medicines. 
Studies have been performed looking into 
the efficacy of some of these products, 
and the findings show that Zylkene and 
Selgian were effective at lowering anxi-
ety (Beata et al., 2007). Their use is still 
controversial, though, as some owners do 
not believe in the effectiveness of herbal 
supplements.

Pheromones
Adaptil (previously D.A.P.) is a pher-
omone that can be sprayed in the air, 
used as a plug-in diffuser or as a collar. 
It contains a synthetic copy of the canine 
appeasing hormone that a nursing 
bitch produces to comfort her puppies 
(Felstead, 2011). It has been scientifically 
proven to help dogs of all ages cope with a 
fear of loud noises.

Massage
Massage, particularly Tellington TTouch, 
can be useful in calming a dog down. 
TTouch works by massaging in small cir-
cles around an animal’s body. These gentle 
strokes have been shown to reduce heart 
rate significantly (Levine, 2009). Other 
forms of massage have also shown to be 
effective in reducing stress.

Body wraps
Body wraps or even a t-shirt can be useful 
in calming dogs. They work by making the 
animal feel safe and secure and anecdotal 
reports have shown some encouraging 
results (Levine, 2009).

Behavioural therapy
Behavioural therapy is generally very 
successful at changing a dog’s response 
to a noise, but the earlier advice is sought 
the better, as if left the phobia can become 
engrained and so harder to treat (Intervet, 
n.d.). There are different types of therapy 
available and some methods may work 
better for some dogs than others. Before 
any training methods are attempted, 
basic commands must be taught. In this 
way the dog will learn they are rewarded 
when they display the desired behaviour 
(Horwitz & Neilson, 2007). It is important 
to mention that some dogs require signif-
icant dedicated time at regular intervals 

to benefit from training, and even then 
some may not respond at all (Horwitz & 
Neilson, 2007). Cost can also be an issue 
for owners.

Diet and exercise
Feeding a diet of pasta/rice and chicken/
turkey which are rich in sleep-inducing 
tryptophan has been shown to reduce 
both general stress and anxiety by calm-
ing animals down and inducing sleep 
(Howland, 2011).

There are now also specific diets available 
that claim to help with noise phobias. 
One example is Calm (Royal Canin) that 
contains alpha-casozepine (a milk peptide 
that has stress-regulating properties) and 
l-tryptophan that helps regulate anxiety 
and sleep (Howland, 2011).

Exercise can lead to a reduction in anxi-
ety/general stress and aid sleep (Howland, 
2011). Particularly with firework phobias, 
if the dog is walked before it gets dark, it 
not only tires them out but it means they 
are not at risk of being outside when the 
noise occurs. It also produces serotonin, 
which acts as a natural sedative (Howland, 
2011).

Environmental modification
Providing the dog with a ‘den’ can have a 
substantial calming effect. This den should 
ideally be available at all times and put 
in place months in advance of high-risk 
events such as Bonfire Night so the dog 
can get used to it (Howland, 2011). The 
den should be put in a place to which the 
dog would normally retreat, and where it 
feels safe (Felstead, 2011).

During stressful periods, in order to help 
minimise the noise as much as possible, 
the owner should shut all the windows 
and doors and draw the curtains (Felstead, 
2011). Playing music or putting the 
television on can also help mask the noise 
(Howland, 2011).

Owner behaviour
Although it is counter-intuitive, own-
ers should not comfort their pet when 
it exhibits signs of stress, instead they 
should try to ignore the behaviour as 
comforting the pet only tells them there is 
something to be afraid of Felstead (2011). 
If the dog hides, the owner should not 
try and coax it out; any fearful behaviour 
should be ignored as the dog will pick 
up on its owners’ anxiety (Harper, 2011). 
Distraction with a toy or a game can help 
and if the dog does relax, reward it with a 
treat to positively reinforce this behaviour.

If an animal’s phobia is severe, it is possi-
ble that it might urinate or defecate in the 
house. If it does, it should not be pun-
ished as this will only increase its level of 
anxiety (Felstead, 2011). It is also possible 
that some dogs will show aggression due 
to fear (Intervet, n.d.). In this case they 
should be left well alone. The most impor-
tant thing is that the owner acts as though 
everything is normal and that there is 
nothing to be scared of (Howland, 2011).

Research project
Methodology
A questionnaire was used to explore how 
people treated their dog’s noise pho-
bias. In total around 30 dogs took part, 
varying in breed, sex and age; and owners 
were asked whether, in their opinion, 
the treatment was working. The use of 
behavioural therapy was also discussed. 
General information about each dog was 
gathered, including its age, gender and 
breed, in order to determine if there were 
any correlations between whether a dog 
would develop a phobia or not.

Results
On the questionnaires, where date of birth 
was known, there would appear to be a 
correlation between a dog developing a 
noise phobia and the time of year it was 
born. The data in Figure 1 shows that 
fewer dogs born in the autumn–winter 
months had a noise phobia compared to 
those born in spring or summer. However, 
it should be borne in mind that the small 
size of the study group does not allow for 
a true representation of the population as 
a whole.

There appeared to be no relationship 
between breed and the tendency to 
develop a noise phobia. Additionally, no 
link was found between gender, with 50% 
of the dogs in the questionnaire being 
male and 50% being female. There was 
also no relationship found between the 
age at which the noise phobia developed, 
with 53% of the dogs in the study always 
having had the phobia and 47% develop-
ing one later in life.

With respect to treatment, 57% of owners 
were doing nothing to treat the phobia; 
many felt they were not dealing with the 
phobia effectively, but claimed they were 
not offered sufficient advice or options 
from their veterinary practice. Figure 2 
shows the treatment methods used by 
owners.
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The data has demonstrated that herbal 
medication was the most popular form of 
treatment in this study, with a few owners 
opting to use specialist diets, massage or 
behavioural therapy. Unfortunately, it was 
also clear that some people are still using 
drugs such as diazepam and ACP; how-
ever, 100% of this group said they would 
have used an alternative method had they 
been offered it.

Discussion
The study demonstrated a relationship 
between noise phobias and the time of 
year a dog is born. Research showed that 
dogs born later in the year were less likely 
to develop a noise phobia compared to 
those born in spring or summer. The 
BSAVA (2012) supports this, stating that 
dogs born in the autumn–winter months 
were significantly less likely to develop a 
noise aversion. It is thought that this is 
due to the benefits of early habituation to 
fireworks during puppyhood and demon-
strates the benefits of playing sound CDs 
to puppies to accustom them to the noise.

There seems to be no way of predicting 
when a noise phobia will develop as it 
varies greatly between each individual. 
Sources support this, Atkinson (2003) 
states that dogs can be born with the 

phobia or develop it later in life and 
Levine (2009) says that a traumatic 
experience can lead to the development of 
a noise phobia in some dogs later in life, 
while others can be born with it.

Treating a noise phobia can be difficult, 
as some owners believe it does not need 
to be treated. Of owners, 57% were not 
treating their dog’s noise phobia and when 
asked said they did not feel they were 
given enough information by their vets. 
This indicates that veterinary practices 
need to consider their support in this 
area and, if necessary, should offer greater 
information on noise phobias and how 
to treat them. A significant proportion 
of respondents who said they were using 
herbal remedies stated that they had 
previously used medication such as ACP, 
prescribed by the vet. They said they 
changed to herbal options, as the dog was 
not sedated using this method.

Owners seem to be more aware of the 
dangers of using tranquilisers for their 
dogs’ long term and a significant number 
in this study are now using other treat-
ments. Some were still using conventional 
methods such as diazepam, but these 
tended to be owners of severely phobic 
dogs who had been using it for a long 
time, and who had found it to be the only 

thing that was effective. However, most 
said they would be willing to try behav-
ioural therapy if they were offered it by 
their vet, demonstrating the potential that 
veterinary professionals have to advise 
owners on the choice of treatment for 
these phobias. For this reason vets should 
be encouraging owners to try alternative 
therapies.

Recommendations
From the results of this survey, it seems 
that the best way to treat a noise phobia 
varies for each individual animal, depend-
ing on the type and severity of the phobia. 
Some manage perfectly well in the owners’ 
eyes without any form of treatment, but 
often the phobia is very mild in this case. 
Even then the use of pheromones, herbal 
supplements and masking the noise 
should be used to ensure the dog is not 
unduly stressed. Those with more severe 
phobias should be given herbal options 
initially as this may be successful, espe-
cially if the fear is of something that only 
occurs a few times a year, such as fire-
works. If this is not enough, behavioural 
therapy should be considered. However, 
sedative therapy may be needed if the 
dog’s behaviour becomes extreme; for 
example, if it becomes destructive.

If the fear is of a sound that more com-
monly occurs, such as gunshots or 
thunderstorms, sedatives are contraindi-
cated, as a dog should not be sedated on 
a regular basis; therefore, other options 
should be pursued.

Vets should be encouraged to try alterna-
tive methods first, as many of the people 
questioned said they would have tried a 
herbal method but were not offered one 
by the practice. However, it is important 
to mention that client compliance will also 
determine the treatment method used, as 
owner support is key.

Encouraging the owner to change the way 
they behave when the dog is frightened by 
acting in a calm manner and ignoring bad 
behaviour can also help. Nurses can help 
by trying to encourage owners at puppy 
clinics to subject their puppy to a variety 
of stimuli from a young age in a controlled 
environment. Discussing calming diets 
with them as well as the importance of 
exercise may also be beneficial. It is also 
useful for nurses to be aware of the signs 
that indicate that a dog is developing a 
noise phobia, as they can advise the owner 
on the best course of action. The earlier 
the problem is addressed the better.
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  Figure 1. Time of year in which noise-phobic dogs were born
Note: This information was provided by the respondents
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  Figure 2. Methods used by the study group for treating noise phobias
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Conclusion
Noise phobias are becoming increasingly 
common in dogs and there is no effective 
way to prevent it apart from exposing 
puppies to various sounds when they are 
young. This is more important in dogs 
born in spring or summer months, as they 
are statistically more likely to develop 
a noise phobia than a puppy born in 
autumn or winter.

Whether orthodox medical treatment, 
alternative medicine or behavioural aids 
are used, the important thing is to ensure 
the phobia is being treated and not just 
ignored, as this study revealed evidence 
that many owners are currently doing 
nothing. Ignoring the problem can result 
in the development of other phobias as 
well as potentially leading to aggression 
and even subsequent euthanasia of the 
dog. To ensure the problem is being 

managed, people must be encouraged to 
talk to a vet or nurse.
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