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How to save Fluffy's life without 
spending $200,000 to become an 

Emergency Vet

Discussion on Pet First Aid

Sponsored by:

Dr. Garret Pachtinger
Resident, Emergency and Critical Care
MJR-VHUP
7/21/08

Topics we will discuss: 

Topic 1: Be prepared

Topic 2: How to know if it is an emergency

Topic 3: Responding to an emergency

Topic 4: common emergencies
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Topic 1: be prepared – Pet First Aid Kit

Be Prepared…

Topic 1: be prepared

IN any type of emergency, having supplies 
before you need them and knowing how to 

respond to a plan can increase the 
chance of a positive outcome.
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Topic 1: be prepared – Pet First Aid Kit

Every pet owner 
should have some 

basic medical 
supplies on hand.  
If your pet has a 
special medical 

condition, you can 
ask your 

veterinarian what 
specific items you 
should include.

Topic 1: be prepared – Pet First Aid Kit

There are many premade kits you can buy 
in a store or online…
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Topic 1: be prepared – Pet First Aid Kit

Items to include in your kit:
Supplies

- gauze sponges / Compresses
- Adhesive tape
- Antibiotic ointment (TAO)
- Blanket
- Clean Cloth
- Cold / Warm compress
- Diphenhydramine (Benadryl)
- Gloves (non latex)
- Muzzle 
- Leash
- Rectal thermometer
- Rubbing alcohol
- Scissors (with blunt end)
- Sterile water based lubricant
- Sterile saline eye wash
- Towel
- Tweezers

Topic 1: be prepared – Pet First Aid Kit

Items to include in your kit:

- Family Vet’s phone number
- Local ER phone number
- Animal Poison Control Phone
- Animal ID Chip number
- Recent picture of pet
- Specific info to your pet

- Pre-existing conditions
- Last know weight 
- Vaccination Status
- List of current 

medications 
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Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

The best way to recognize and respond to 
a medical emergency is to know what is 
normal for your pet and know how to 

recognize an emergency.

Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

Pets are very good at hiding illness, and 
once they show signs, it may be a sign of 

advanced disease.

If you are ever unsure about a situation, always 
call your veterinarian.
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Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

Know what is normal!

As pet owners and pet caretakers, you are 
around them 365 days per year.  

If your family vet is lucky, they will see your 
pet 2 times per year.  

As a critical care vet, I hope to see your pet
…never.

For this reason, it is important you establish a 
baseline – what is normal, and what is not 

normal…

`

Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

Know what is normal!

TemperatureTemperature
Color of Skin and GumsColor of Skin and Gums

Dehydration TestDehydration Test
Heart RateHeart Rate
Pulse RatePulse Rate

Respiration RateRespiration Rate
ResponsivenessResponsiveness
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Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

temperature:

- Normal - between 99 and 102.5 degrees

- How to interpret the temperature?

Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

temperature:
-Use a plastic digital thermometer to take the rectal 

temperature
- Lubricate the thermometer with a water based 

lubricant or petroleum jelly
- Grasp the base of the tail and lift it to access the 

anus.  
- Insert the thermometer.  Keep a firm grip on the tail 

to keep your pet from escaping or sitting down.
- Alternatively an axillary temperature 

can be taken.  
*Not all pets enjoy this 

and 2 people may be needed,
or a muzzle may be needed. 
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Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

Mucous Membrane Color (gums):

Normal
Other colors
Pigmentation

Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

Hydration/Dehydration:
- Extra loose skin at the base of neck, back, side of body
- When water balance is normal in the body, you can pull on 

this area and it will return/spring back to normal 
position.

- In states of dehydration, the skin will not spring back as 
quickly…
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Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

Heart Rate:
Small dogs  100-140 (<20#)

Medium –Large dogs 60-100 (>30#)
Cats 140-240

Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

Heart/Pulse Rate: Heart
You can feel your pet’s heartbeat and pulse several different ways…

Lay your pet down on 
her right side.  (she can 

also stand if needed)

Gently bend the left 
front leg at the elbow 

bringing it back to 
where it touches the 

chest

Place your hand over 
this area to count 

heartbeats
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Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

Heart/Pulse Rate: inner thigh

Lay your pet down on either 
side.

Gently lift her upper hind 
leg away from the lower 

leg

Place your two fingers as 
high up on the leg where it 

meets the body wall

Feel for a recess in the 
middle of the leg – where 

the blood vessels are.

Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

respiration
-Normal rates - 10-30 breaths per minute, panting can 

be up to 200/minute

-If you are unsure if a dog is breathing
- Cotton ball/tissue in front of the nostrils 
- Hold a mirror up to your pet’s – condensation?
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Topic 2: How to know if it is a medical emergency

responsiveness

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

When it comes to care – nothing can replace 
the expertise of a veterinarian.  If concerned, 

contact a veterinarian ASAP…

SAFETY, SAFETY, SAFETY…
It will not do you any good to be performing an 

emergency procedure in the middle of the highway, 
or burning building…

And remember…
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

How to Approach, Capture, and restrain 
your pet

Always approach a sick or injured animal 
slowly and cautiously.

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Safe restraint

Observe her posture and expressions, 
especially her ears, tail, fur, and body.
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Safe restraint

Listen to the sounds she is making.

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques

Leash 

- preferably not a chain 
leash

- Can be used as a normal 
leash in order to 
walk/transport animal.

- Can also be used in a 
muzzle technique 
described later

Leash



14

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques – Towel/Blanket

– may be helpful if the patient is small (<30 #) 

– Can be used to cover head/protect yourself when 
transporting to a veterinarian.

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques - Gloves

thick gloves will help you safely handle a dog 

but can cause you to lose dexterity and it may 
still be possible to bite through the gloved 

material
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques - Muzzle

Muzzle Options
- Gauze/Leash
- Basket
- Open Ended Cloth
- Open Ended Leather

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques - Muzzle

It may be easier to 
get the muzzle on 

by approaching 
from the rear and 
quickly applying 
the muzzle over 

the nose and mouth
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques

A roll of gauze can 
be used to create a 

muzzle.

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques

The length must be 
adequate to wrap 

around the muzzle at 
least twice, then tie 

behind the ears. 
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques

A large loop is made in 
the center of the 

length of
gauze. The loop 

should be about 3 
times the

diameter of the dog's 
muzzle.

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques

The loop is placed 
around the muzzle and 
pulled tight at dorsum 
of the nose. A single 

knot is placed
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques

The ends of the gauze 
are then tied under the 
jaw with a single knot.

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Capture Techniques

The long ends of the 
gauze are brought 

behind the ears and 
tied in a square knot or 

a bow.
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Safe restraint

- Protects you from being injured (bitten, clawed) 
while you are assessing the situation and 
administering first aid

- Restricting your pets movements to make injuries 
worse

- Limits movement to enable you to better evaluate the 
situation

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Restraint Techniques - Headlock

- Place your forearm under the dogs neck 
and wrap your arm around his head

- Face towards the dogs back
- Firmly lock your forearm under the dogs 

head
- Place your other arm over or under his 

belly

do not attempt 
without a muzzle 
in a sick/injured 
animal
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Restraint Techniques –Laying on Side

- Stand alongside and face the standing dog
- Reach over the dog to take hold of the front and 

hind legs closest to your body
- Gently pull the legs foreward.  As the dog drops 

to the floor be careful to prevent his head from 
hitting the floor

- Use your legs to cushion the fall
- Hold the front and hind legs that 

touch the floor straight out
- Firmly push the dogs neck 

down against the surface 
your are working.

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Restraint Techniques - 2 people

For smaller dogs 
it may be easier 

to place a 
muzzle on them 
and gently pick 

them up and 
cradle them.

Smaller dogs
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Once safely restrained - assessment

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Reminder to know the closet ER phone #

Based on 3 basic principles (ABC’s)
A = airway

B = Breathing
C = Circulation
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Breathing or Heart Emergency - Airway

- Checking the airway – blockage???
- Lay the pet down on either side
- Gently tilt the head slightly 

back to extend the head and 
neck

- Pull the tongue between the 
front teeth

- You can then use your fingers 
to check for and remove any 
foreign material in the back of 
the mouth

***DO NOT PLACE YOUR FINGERS INSIDE 
THE MOUTH OF A CONSIOUS ANIMAL***

Topic 3: responding to an emergency
Breathing or Heart Emergency

B = Breathing
- < 30# - cover the seal of the entire snout with 

your mouth and exhale until you see the chest rise
- medium to larger dogs gently hold the muzzle 

closed and place your mouth over the dogs nose 
and exhale until you see the chest rise

- Give 4-5 breaths rapidly and reassess to see if 
your pet begins to breath
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency
Breathing or Heart Emergency

Reminder to know the closet ER phone #
C = CIRCULATION

- Is there a heartbeat or pulse?
- Have the dog on either side
- Place the dogs back against you for support
- Extend your arms at your elbows
- Cup your hands over eachother
- Compress the chest at the point where the elbow 

lies when pulled back (as discussed before)
- Compress the chest about 1-3 

inches with each compression
- How many?

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Choking

Signs and symptoms
- Anxiousness
- Difficulty or inability

to breath
- Pale or blue gums
- Loud breathing sounds
- Pawing at the face/mouth
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Choking – Common Causes

- Choking on a toy or material
- Following an episode of vomit
- Tongue swelling due to allergic reaction
- Trauma to neck or throat region
- Severe upper respiratory infection

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Breathing or Heart Emergency - Airway

Checking the airway – blockage???
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Breathing or Heart Emergency - Airway

Abdominal Thrusts/Heimlich

- Perform abdominal thrusts by:
- Either lifting up the dog
- Standing behind or next to the dog
- Or laying the dog down

- 5 rapid abdominal thrusts should
be given

- Followed by checking the mouth

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Common household toxins

What to do if you are concerned your pet 
ingested something toxic???

CALL YOUR VET OR POISON CONTROL 
IMMEDIATELY
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Common household toxins

866-426-4435

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Common household toxins

Information to have when calling:
What was ingested
How much was ingested
Approximate time of ingestion
Pets weight
Vital signs
Have bottle/package
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Common household toxins

Antifreeze
Chocolate and other stimulants 

(coffee, tea, soda)
Household cleaners – bleach, detergent

Insecticides
Medications
Plants (lily)

Tobacco
Grapes, Raisins

Rodenticides
Flea products

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Common household toxins – Grapes/Raisins

As few as a handful of raisins or grapes 
can make a dog ill; Symptoms include 

vomiting, diarrhea, abdominal pain, and 
lethargy.  

Concern: Kidney Failure
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Common household toxins – Lily

Toxic Principle: unknown
Clinical signs: vomiting, inappetence, 
lethargy, kidney failure, and death 
is possible. Cats are only species known to be 
affected. 

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Common household toxins

Rodenticide(s)

- There are several types of rodenticides:
- Anticoagulant - clotting problems
- Cholecalciferol – Kidney Problems
- Brodifacoum – Neurologic Problems
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Common household toxins

Chocolate/Caffeine

- Chocolate is a cardiac and neurologic stimulant.
- Symptoms include vomiting, diarrhea, abdominal 

pain, tremors, heart rate increase, and 
neurologic signs

- In LARGE doses, it can cause arrhythmias, 
seizures, coma, death. 

- The darker the chocolate the worse it is...

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Common 
ER 

Diseases
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

The blocked cat – Urethral Obstruction

While a bladder 
rupture itself is 

unlikely, the 
consequence of 

toxins that can not 
be excreted is a 
life threatening 
problem, and can 
be fatal within 

hours

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

The blocked cat

Common signs of an obstructed cat…
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Cuts/Wounds/Animal Bites

Usually worse than 
initially 

looks…especially bites

Topic 3: responding to an emergency
BLOAT 

(AKA Gastric Dilitation and Volvulus)

Classically, this condition 
affects dog breeds which are 

said to be "deep chested," 

Examples: 
Great Dane, Greyhound, Setter 

breeds.
Still, any dog can bloat…
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency
BLOAT 

(AKA Gastric Dilitation and Volvulus)

One of the most common 
clinical signs is that the pet 
appears highly nauseated and 

is retching but little is 
coming up.

If this is seen, rush your dog 
to the veterinarian 

IMMEDIATELY.

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

seizures
Can happen at any age

As a general rule, you 
should call your Vet 
after the first seizure

If more then 1 
seizure is suspected 
in less than 24 
yours, your pet 
should be brought 
to a veterinarian 
immediately
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Seizures – SAFETY FIRST!!!
Pets CAN NOT 
swallow their 
tongues

Move to a safe place, 
away from stairs, 
places where they 
may injure 
themselves

If puppy or kitten, 
karo syrup or honey 
on gums, not pouring 

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Vomiting
Non specific sign…
As a general rule, Anytime a cat or 
dog vomits three or more times in a 
single day or 2 or more days in a 
row, there is cause for concern.  
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Vomiting – What do I do???
Remove food and 
water 

The vomiting should 
be absent for 12-24 
hours before 
water/food is again 
offered.  

Water can be 
offered sparingly, 
but not chugging (ice 
chips/cubes, etc.)

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Heat Stroke

Dogs overheat more quickly 
than humans do!!!
-They wear their fur coat all 

year long 
- They do not sweat. 
- They cool their bodies by 

panting which is much 
less effective than 
sweating. 

- Even if you are comfortable, 
your dog may be too hot! 
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Heat Stroke

Symptoms of Heat Stroke:

Rapid, frantic panting
Wide eyes

Thick saliva
Bright red tongue

Vomiting
Staggering
Diarrhea

Coma 

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Heat Stroke

First Aid For Heat Stroke: Cool the dog, 
- Hose him off
- Immerse him in cool (not cold) water
- Use fans, Air Conditoning
- When his temperature drops to 103 F, stop 

cooling efforts
CALL YOUR VETERINARIAN OR GO TO THE ER

Temperatures in a parked car can reach 
120o F in as little as ten minutes

Be careful about exercising on hot days.



36

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Allergic reaction

Allergic reactions are just as common 
in our pets and can occur in dogs of 

any age, breed, or sex. 

It generally takes several exposures 
before a reaction occurs, and 

reactions can vary from mild to 
severe.

Topic 3: responding to an emergency
Allergic reaction –

Mild to Moderate Clinical Signs

- Fever
- Sluggishness
- Loss of appetite
- Hives or wheals 
- Swelling 
- Redness (face, 

eyes, neck)
- Itching
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Allergic reaction - Anaphylaxis

Severe allergic reactions 
produce: 

- Breathing difficulties
- Collapse 
- Possible death.

Symptoms usually occur 
within minutes following the 
inciting cause proceed 
rapidly.

Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Dystocia – Problem with Birthing
In most dogs pregnancy lasts 62-64 days.

Stage 1: Uterine contractions begin. 
Mom will appear restless and may pace, shiver, 

pant, or even vomit. 

Stage 2: Hard labor stage - the puppy is expelled. 

Stage 3: expulsion of the placenta
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Topic 3: responding to an emergency

Dystocia – Problem with Birthing

Expect one pup every 45 to 60 minutes with 10 
to 30 minutes of hard straining.

Call Your Veterinarian If: 
- 30 to 60 minutes of strong contractions 
occur with no puppy being produced. 
- Greater than four hours pass between pups 
and you know there are more inside. 
- Greater than 70 days of gestation have 
passed.

Summary

Being prepared and knowing what is 
normal will allow you to better be 

prepared in an emergency

have important information available:
Local veterinarian’s phone number

Local ER’s phone number
Animal Poison Control Phone Number
Pet’s information (medications, recent 

weight, medical history. Etc)

If concerned, contact a veterinarian.  
Better to be safe than…
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references

-First Aid Companion for Dogs and Cats 
by Amy Shojai

Dog First Aid (Cat First Aid) American 
Red Cross

Pet Lover’s Guide to First Aid and 
Emergencies by Thomas Day

Thank You!


