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Thunderstorm Anxiety in Dogs
Noise fears and phobias, particularly related to thunderstorms, are very common in dogs.  Fear of loud noise can be a normal response in animals, and can actually protect an animal from harm.  However, a phobia is an extreme and irrational fear, and lead to an animal injuring itself or destroying property.  Animals with a thunderstorm phobia do not become accustomed to storms; in fact, they become more fearful with each exposure.

Signs of a Thunderstorm Fear/Phobia
The following signs can occur before and during a thunderstorm:  Panting, trembling, pacing, drooling, whining, hiding, clinging to owner.  Sometimes: escape behaviors, such as digging, chewing windows or doors, and running away.

Treatment

Because fears of storms are to a certain extent “normal” for dogs, it is unrealistic to expect a dog who is fearful of storms to be completely calm in all weather no matter what treatment is used.  However, certain treatments may lessen the fear response, and certainly aggressive treatment may be needed for dogs that injure themselves or are destructive during storms.

Environmental Treatments

1. Bring the dog indoors during thunderstorms.  Try to find an area where the dog feels “safe” – try an interior room with no windows.  (This would be best when the dog spends some relaxed time in this room when there is no thunderstorm.)  Some dogs like to curl up in a closet or crate, or under a bed.  You could even try covering a crate with a heavy blanket to absorb sound.  Note: While some dogs feel secure in a crate or enclosed area, other dogs become even MORE anxious when confined.  See what works best for you dog.
2. Try adding “white noise” – a TV, radio, fan or air conditioner.

3. DON’T  reassure your dog with petting and soothing words or extra attention – this can actually reinforce the dog’s fear.  Instead, act very normal and unconcerned, and talk in a happy tone of voice.  Convey to your dog that you are not in the least bit concerned about the storm.  The more worried you sound, the more your dog will feel he/she has something to worry about.  Also, DO NOT discipline your dog for fearful behavior – with will only increase the anxiety.
4. Some dogs are calmed by being given direction – for instance, try telling him/her firmly to “lie down” and “stay” (instead of pacing).

Medications
Medications are used to treat moderate to severe thunderstorm phobias.  All dogs need a complete physical exam prior to starting medications, and some medications will have side effects or require monitoring of blood work.  Medications are most effective when combined with environmental treatments (see above) and behavior modification (see below).
1. Anti-anxiety medications need to be given well BEFORE the first sign of fearfulness.  This means that you need to give the drug at least an hour in advance of the storm.  They are not effective once the anxiety has already started.  Because thunderstorms can be unpredictable, the medication is usually given if there is a greater than 50% chance of thunderstorms.

2. Some dogs with severe phobias may need treatment with more long-term medication given daily this, possibly in addition to anti-anxiety medications as above.

3. Heavy tranquilizers may be used in some dogs with severe phobias.  These drugs can make the dog sleep all day, and they must be given prior to the storm (like the anti-anxiety drugs).  Drugs like this control symptoms by making the dog too sleepy to act anxious, but they do not actually lessen anxiety or help the animal learn to be calmer.
Behavior Modification

Behavior modification treatment for thunderstorm phobias involves “counter-conditioning”- that is, exposing the pet to low levels of the stimulus that causes the fear and rewarding calm behavior.  As the dog begins to tolerate increasing levels of stimulus, it is rewarded each time for acting calm, and increasing tolerance for the fear-inducing stimulus occurs.  In order to do this, you need to be able to expose the dog to very quiet “thunder” such as a CD in low volume, and reward the dog with treats, verbal praise, petting, or play when the dog is calm.  Gradually increase the volume of the CD, continuing to reward calm behavior.  This process can take weeks (just do 5 minute sessions daily) and it is best that the dog not experience an actual thunderstorm during the early counter conditioning process.  Winter is the best time to start work on this.  As thunderstorm season begins, medication can be used in conjunction with continued counter conditioning.  Unfortunately, a CD of a thunderstorm is many times not sufficient to counter condition a dog, as the CD has only the noise component and obviously nor the wind, rain, darkening sky and barometric pressure changes associated with an actual thunderstorm. 
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