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Preface

It is a great pleasure to welcome you to the 10th European Congress on 
Companion Animal Behavioural Medicine,which is being held in Cremona, Italy.

This year’s event incorporates the 10th annual meeting of the European 
Society of Veterinary Clinical Ethology (ESVCE) and the 1st annual meeting 
of the European College of Veterinary Behavioural Medicine – Companion 
Animals (ECVBM-CA).

The College meeting, entitled Current Research in Veterinary Behavioural 
Medicine – the importance of accurate diagnosis and appropriate therapy, will be
held on the morning of the first day and this will be followed in the afternoon by
a roundtable discussion on Canine aggression,organised by ESVCE in association
with SISCA (Societa Italiana di Scienze Comportamentali Applicate). The theme
of the ESVCE meeting on the second day is Understanding Emotional Disorders in
Companion Animals and the morning session will consist of invited presentations
with speakers from France, England, Belgium and Italy.

The topics of these meetings are very important ones within the field of veter-
inary behavioural medicine and we are looking forward to a combination of high
quality presentations and enthusiastic debate.

The organisation of an annual congress is a daunting task and when three
events are being held together it becomes even more of a challenge! ESVCE and
ECVBM-CA would like to thank SISCA for all of their assistance in organising
this meeting and to give a special mention to Cris Osella and Elena Piccioni for
their hard work. We would also like to thank everyone who submitted papers for
the different meetings and the members of the scientific review panels who took
the time to read the various abstracts and select those that are included in the 
programmes.

Finally we are very grateful to our sponsors for their support of this event and
we encourage you to visit their stands in the commercial exhibition.

On behalf of the boards of ESVCE and ECVBM-CA I sincerely hope that you
enjoy this congress and would like to thank you for your support.

Sarah Heath

ESVCE President
ECVBM-CA President



Part 1
First annual meeting of the European College

of Veterinary Behavioural Medicine –

Companion Animals

Current research in veterinary behavioural

medicine: The importance of accurate

diagnosis and appropriate therapy 

8 The use of clomipramine hydrochloride for the treatment of feline
psychogenic alopecia
p. mertens, S Torres University of Minnesota, USA

10 Analysis of plasma monoamine concentrations in anxious dogs
treated with clomipramine hydrochloride
m. c. osella University of Turin, Italy

13 Development of a questionnaire on anxiety related disorders in
dogs
c. palastrini et al University of Milan, Italy

16 The relationship between owner consistency and ‘problem’
behaviours in dogs: a preliminary study
p. cullinan, e. j. blackwell and r. a. casey
University of Bristol, UK

19 Evaluating the quality of behaviour development in puppies:
Preliminary results of a new scale
p. pageat Pherosynthese Research Centre, France

25 Dog aggression in the present social environment: 
Approach to the problem and operational aspects
m. michelazzi et al University of Milan, Italy

28 Nesting in rabbits: 
Function of the nest in the development of rabbits
p. pageat Pherosynthese Research Centre, France

poster 32 Behavioural characteristics of pure-bred dogs in Italy; comparison
with US and UK
l. notari, Italy and d. goodwin, UK

7



The use of clomipramine
hydrochloride for the treatment 
of feline psychogenic alopecia

petra a. mertens* and sheila torres
University of Minnesota, College of Veterinary Medicine, St. Paul, MN 55108, USA

*Corresponding author: merte006@umn.edu

Psychogenic alopecia describes a self-inflicted, localized depiliation as a result of
excessive grooming (licking, chewing or hair pulling). Affected areas commonly
include the flanks, the abdomen, medial thighs, or thorax. Grooming, a typical
displacement activity in cats, is carried out for extended periods of time or with
increased intensity. Psychogenic alopecia is seen in cats of both genders and all
ages. Although some breeds seem to be predisposed for some compulsive dis-
orders, such as wool chewing, it appears that no breed is more commonly affected
by psychogenic alopecia than others.

A prospective,double-blind,placebo-controlled, randomized,uni-centric trial
included 23 cats of any breed, sex or age referred to us, with the history and clini-
cal signs of self inflicted, non-inflammatory alopecia. The objective of the trial
was to evaluate the efficacy of clomipramine hydrochloride (0.5 mg/kg SID po)
for the treatment of feline psychogenic alopecia. Before enrollment and through-
out the trial, all cats underwent detailed behavioral, medical, dermatological and
cardiological assessment, including a physical exam, complete blood count,
serum biochemistry, urinalysis, fecal exam, auscultation and ECG, skin scraping,
trichogram, skin biopsy, fungal culture, as well as VARL testing and food trial if
indicated by the results of the biopsy. The study was subdivided into a baseline 
period (week -1) following the initial assessment, a treatment period of 56 days
(rechecks at day 0, 28, and 56), as well as a follow-up period (D57 – D84).

Preliminary results (19/23) show that owners of cats that received clomi-
pramine perceived the behavior subjectively as much improved. All but one
owner of cats that received placebo noted that they saw no difference in the cat’s
behavior. However, clomipramine failed to reduce the frequency of self-groom-
ing, as observed by the owners of cats with psychogenic alopecia, when compared
to cats that received a placebo. The hair length in the affected areas became closer
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to the normal hair length until day 84. The affected area became smaller until day
56 then it increased in size at day 84. This effect was seen in both the placebo and
the control group. During the study one cat (neutered male) that received
clomipramine had to hospitalized due to crystaluria (struvite) and urinary 
retention.Aside from this case, we did not see any adverse effects during the study
period regarding the cat’s overall health or cardiological problems. Side effects 
reported by the owners of cats that received clomipramine included lethargy,
reduced appetite, and reluctance to interact.
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Analysis of Plasma Monoamine
concentrations in anxious dogs
treated with Clomipramine HCl

m. c. osella*, g. re, p. badino, r. odore, l. bergamasco
Dipartimento di Patologia Animale, Sezione di Farmacologia e Tossicologia

Dipartimento di Morfofisiologia Veterinaria, Sezione di Fisiologia e Etologia

Università degli Studi di Torino, Via Leonardo da Vinci, 44, 10095 Grugliasco, Italy

*Corresponding author: osellamc@libero.it

Introduction

There is abundant evidence for abnormalities of the norepinephrine (NE) and
serotonin (5HT) neurotransmitter systems in depression and anxiety disorders,
even if their dysfunction is likely to be due to their role in modulating, and being
modulated by, other neurobiological systems, that together mediate the symp-
toms of affective illness, like the dopaminergic system (Oliver and Miczek, 1998;
Reisner et al., 1996; Siegel et al., 1995).

This study has been designed to evaluate plasma monoamine concentrations
in dogs affected by anxiety related disorders throughout the administration of
clomipramine HCl. The goal was to define peripheral markers connected to 
underlying physiological mechanisms in order to better understand how the
brain mediates behaviours and to target pharmacological treatment in anxiety. In
reality some behavioural overlaps exist in the effects of norepinephrine, serotonin
and dopamine, and it is thought that emotional disorders may reflect interactions
between these neurotransmitters, which may be detected in the blood. The 
project was an open field study.

Materials and methods

Ten dogs with a diagnosis of anxiety related disorders were enrolled in the study.
They included males and spayed females ranging in age from 2 to 5 years old. In
the first consultation (T0) the clients were given instructions about behavioural
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therapy and drug therapy with clomipramine HCl (Clomicalm®, 2 mg/kg PO
q12h).

A standard method for the clinical and behavioural examination of the animals
was used; the blood samples were collected in order to perform a haematological
profile and measure plasma level dosages during the consultations T0, T1 (4th
week of treatment) and T2 (12th week of treatment). Epinephrine, norepin-
ephrine and dopamine serum levels were measured using a RIA kit (Tricat, HBL
Hamburg) and serotonin serum levels were measured using an ELISA kit 
(Serotonin ELISA HBL Hamburg).

Data were statistically processed using a Student t-Test.

Results

Results are expressed as mean value (ng/ml) (SEM (n = 8); they are summarized
in the following table:

T0 T1 T2

Epinephrine 0.12 ± 0.016 0.15 ± 0.023 0.13 ± 0.026 T1 vs T2 P = 0.04

Norepinephrine 0.46 ± 0.13 0.36 ± 0.10 0.42 ± 0.13

Dopamine 0.12 ± 0.035 0.22 ± 0.016 0.18 ± 0.050 T0 vs T1 P = 0.04

Serotonine 762.65 ± 152.33 338.37 ± 99.41 390 ± 79 T0 vs T1 P = 0.04

Four weeks (T1) of clomipramine HCl treatment induced a significant (P = 0.04)
increase in dopamine serum levels and a significant (P = 0.04) decrease in sero-
tonin serum levels (T0 vs T1); epinephrine serum levels showed a non significant
increase at T1 but a significant decrease between T1 and T2. Norepinephrine 
concentrations did not change with respect to T0 values.

Discussion and conclusions

In veterinary medicine discordant results have been obtained on plasma mono-
amine levels and their metabolites, and no databases are available (Brozoski et al.,
1979; Freed and Yamamoto, 1985).

Results of the present study suggest that treatment with antidepressants is 
accompanied by a modification of the peripheral levels of catecholamines and
serotonin.Despite the fact that this study was limited by the small sample size, and
therefore did not allow a complete valuation of the different underlying neuro-
physiological mechanisms, it can still be seen as a useful first step and it indicates
the need for further research on the topic, focusing on the correlations between
behaviour and peripheral neurochemical markers. Clinical implications of this
research relate to the pharmacological approach to the treatment of canine 
behavioural disorders.
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Development of a questionnaire on
anxiety related disorders in dogs

c. palestrini1*, c. spiezio2, s. mattiello1, m. verga1

1 Istituto di Zootecnica, Facoltà di Medicina Veterinaria, Università degli Studi di Milano,

Via Celoria 10, 20133, Milano, Italy
2 International School for Advanced Studies, Via Beirut 2–4, 34014, Trieste, Italy

Istituto di Psicologia, Facoltà di Medicina e Chirurgia, Università degli Studi di Milano,

Via Pini 1, 20134, Milano, Italy

* Corresponding author: clara.palestrini@unimi.it

Introduction

Anxiety-related disorders, including separation anxiety, are one of the most com-
mon categories of behavioural problems in domestic dogs (Overall et al., 2001)
and unfortunately, signs associated with these disorders are non-specific, making
a diagnosis difficult.

There is evidence that dogs exhibiting separation problems are often strongly
bonded to the owner (McBride et al. 1995) and furthermore the owners’ attitude
towards their dogs seems to affect the occurrence of separation problems (Voith
et al., 1992; O’Farrell, 1995; Jagoe & Serpell, 1996). Separation related problems are
also reported to be associated with owners having relationships with their dogs
which are characterised by emotional involvement (O’Farrell, 1986).

The aim of this study was to develop a questionnaire, which would enable 
clinicians to identify the presence of anxiety related disorders in dogs.

Materials and Methods

The subjects were 31 adult dogs (18 males and 13 females), of either pure or mixed
breeds. Fifteen dogs had been diagnosed with an anxiety-related disorder 
(anxious dogs) and the remaining dogs (controls) were recruited both by 
personal contact and from advertisements.

The questionnaire, which requested information about anxiety-related behav-
iours, was based on available literature on this topic (American Psychiatric 
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Association, 1994; Overall, 1997; Pageat, 1998; Lund & Jorgensen, 1999; Simpson,
2000; Overall et al., 2001; Casey, 2002; Neilson, 2002, Overall, 2002).

It consisted of five sections and each section consisted of a list of behaviours.
In the first section the owners were presented with a list of behaviours associ-

ated with generalized anxiety and asked to indicate which behaviours their dogs
exhibited, as well as the frequency of their expression.

In the second section the owners were asked to indicate which behaviours 
associated with separation anxiety their dogs exhibited and their frequency.

In the third and forth section owners were asked to indicate whether their dogs
reacted to situations such as meeting adults, children or other dogs, or to stimuli
including thunderstorms, fireworks and other noises. If the owners responded
positively to these questions they were then asked to indicate whether their dog
displayed behaviours associated with phobia and panic attack and if so, record the
nature and frequency of those reactions.

In the final section the owners had to indicate whether their dogs showed OCD
behaviours such as tail chasing, circling or pica and if so at what frequency.

The owners’ answers to the questionnaire were scored and analysed using 
multivariant statistical analysis (classification analysis by KNN, Principal Com-
ponent Analysis and Cluster Analysis), to reveal the relationship between the con-
sidered variables and the distribution of the subjects according to those variables.

Results and discussion

The results indicated that the questionnaire was able to discriminate between
anxious and control dogs.

A first classification analysis with KNN on considered variables allowed us to
clearly identify the two groups of dogs with the exception of one subject. This dog
belonged to the control group but, from the results of the questionnaire, it was
clear it had many anxiety related behaviours.

The two groups of dogs were also clearly identifiable with PCA analysis. On the
first component there was a clear distinction between control and anxious dogs,
with the exception of one subject. However, while control dogs clustered homo-
geneously, anxious dogs tended to separate on the second component in two
groups. This allowed us to identify two separate kinds of anxiety related behav-
iours: one with higher variables values associated with generalized anxiety and
separation anxiety behaviours, the other one with higher variables values related
to phobias and panic attack behaviours.

The cluster analysis was used to see if it was possible to identify homogeneous
groups related to the considered behaviours.Again, all the control dogs gather to-
gether in one cluster, whereas the anxious ones clustered in two different groups.

The dogs were able to be classified as a result of the answers to the questionnaire
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and these findings suggest that this questionnaire is an appropriate tool to 
identify anxious dogs and to distinguish them from the control group.
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The relationship between owner
consistency and ‘problem’
behaviours in dogs: a preliminary
study 

p. cullinan, e. j. blackwell & r. a. casey*
Department of Clinical Veterinary Science, University of Bristol, Langford, Bristol, UK

*Corresponding author: Rachel.Casey@bristol.ac.uk

Dogs are obviously born with the ability to display the whole range of canine 
social behaviours, but the context in which each behaviour is used, and the 
appropriate response to the signals of others is largely learnt through the social-
isation and juvenile phases of development (Serpell and Jagoe 1995). As puppies
develop within a canine social group, their social behavioural repertoire develops
through learning the consequence of their own actions towards other individuals,
and the consequences of the actions that individuals direct towards them. In this
way, they learn which of their own behaviours are ‘successful’ in social encounters,
and the effective responses to social behaviours from other dogs (Bradshaw and
Nott 1995).

A similar process of learning occurs when puppies develop within a human 
social context: each dog learns to ‘read’ those human behaviours that are relevant
to it, and learns which of its own behaviours are successful at achieving social 
interaction with humans. Dogs are obviously a complex enough species to learn
different ‘social rules’ and patterns of interaction between humans and other
dogs. In the context of canine interaction the signals and responses tend to be
consistent within individuals, and hence a developing puppy is able to learn
rapidly an appropriate manner of interacting with each individual dog within the
social group. In a human environment,however,humans are often inconsistent in
their responses, and this commonly creates confusion for the dog, and the devel-
opment of motivational conflict. A simple but very common example is where a
puppy learns that picking up a slipper is a good way of getting human social con-
tact, because people would pay attention to the puppy and laugh at it. However, as
the puppy becomes larger and perhaps picks up a more valuable shoe, the owners
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will often display a very different response, and perhaps punish the dog. From the
point of view of the puppy, it is showing exactly the same behaviour, but the out-
come is very different. The common consequence of this chain of events is dogs
that pick up shoes as they have learnt at a young age that this is successful at en-
gaging in social contact, but then become defensive once they have a shoe in their
mouth and a person approaches as this has subsequently predicted punishment.

This pilot project was developed because we see such a high number of dogs in
our clinic that are showing behaviours related to this kind of motivational conflict
that arises from inconsistencies in owner behaviour. The aim of the study was to
example the effectiveness of different methodologies to assess owner consistency.
This was done through two broad approaches, one using owner questionnaires,
and the other using the observation of owners and dogs as they carried out some
simple tasks. These measures of owner consistency were then compared with the
occurrence of unwanted behaviours in each dog, as determined by their owner.
The sample population was 45 owners and dogs selected at random from the Uni-
versity of Bristol Small Animal Practice. The experimenter (P.Cullinan) visited
each owner in their own home, as both owner and dog were considered to behave
most ‘normally’ in this context.During the visit each owner was asked to complete
a questionnaire and was observed whilst interacting with their dog in a series of
standard tests. The questionnaire asked owners to report their responses to their
dog in a series of scenarios, where some aspect of the environment varied, to see if
their behaviour towards their dog varied. For example, one question asked how
they reacted when their dog jumped up, and another how they reacted if their dog
jumped up with muddy paws. The test involved asking the owner to give their dog
four simple commands during which their type and pattern of interaction was
recorded. Each owner was given a mean consistency score for both the question-
naire and the test. These scores appeared not to be measuring the same variation
in owner behaviour on kappa analysis, and hence each score was used independ-
ently in further analysis. Owners also identified any ‘problem’ behaviours in the
questionnaire – these behaviours were described and owners marked if they were
present and, if so, whether they considered the behaviours to be a problem. There
was a significant correlation between the number of behaviours dogs exhibited
that were considered a problem by owners, and consistency score from the ques-
tionnaire (p < 0.05); although not between the presence of these behaviours and 
either measure of consistency. The problem behaviours were categorised into five
types, but no significant correlations were found between any of these categories
and either score of consistency.

The relationship between behaviours found to be a problem by owners and the
questionnaire assessment of consistency is an indication that predictability of
owner behaviour is an important factor in the development of problem behav-
iours in dogs. In addition, this study has highlighted some interesting problems of
measuring ‘consistency’ in owners: owners appeared not to be equally consistent
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or equally inconsistent in different contexts, and further research is needed to 
further identify the relative importance of the different measures in terms of dog
behaviour.
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Evaluating the quality of behaviour
development in puppies: 
Preliminary results of a new scale

patrick pageat
Pherosynthese Research Center – Le Rieu Neuf 84490 Saint Saturnin les Apt – France

Corresponding author: pherosynthese@wanadoo.fr

Behaviour problems have been identified as one of the primary causes of rehom-
ing and euthanasia of young dogs in many countries. Behaviour counselling and
early identification of abnormal behaviour development are considered to be 
essential in preventing behaviour problems, re-educating maladapted puppies
and increasing the effectiveness of behavioural treatments (1, 2, 3). It is also an 
interesting way to induce breeders to consider improving the management of
their kennels, since the early identification of behaviour problems may result in 
owners being in a position to contemplate seeking some compensation for 
puppies with compromised behavioural development.

Although many veterinary surgeons are now convinced that it is important to
improve their education and develop their practical skills within the field of
behaviour medicine, there is still a problem of uptake of this discipline within the
profession and this appears to result from a belief that the clinical approach to 
behaviour cases is not compatible with the general practice environment.

Two obstacles to the integration of behaviour medicine into general practice
have been identified:

1. The process of behavioural history taking appears to be less precise than in
other veterinary disciplines and certainly obtaining information about a behav-
ioural disorder is not comparable to measuring the heart rate or taking a blood
sample in a general practice context.

2. It takes a long time to collect a behavioural history and the financial rewards on
a per hour basis are simply not comparable with acceptable fees for a physical 
consultation and examination in general practice.

Veterinary behaviourists need to take these criticisms into account and try to 
find some way of improving introductory education in order to increase the 
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involvement of veterinary surgeons in the field.
Psychometric methods appear to offer an opportunity to build new clinical

tools to enable veterinary surgeons to assess behaviour in a less time consuming
and more reproducible way. The aim of this study is therefore to identify the most
significant behavioural symptoms, which could easily be observed by veterinary
surgeons during a routine vaccination appointment.

Material and Methods 

This is a three stage study:
� identification of the significant parameters
� correlations between the parameters
� validation of the scale

Identification of the parameters: Prior to commencement of the study a panel of
veterinary surgeons working in general practice were asked how much time was
allocated to a routine vaccination appointment. The results suggested that the
mean time for such an appointment is 15 minutes and thus the behaviour obser-
vation for this study was limited to 15 minutes.

A population of 256 puppies were observed during a vaccination appointment.
To begin with the puppies were observed when they were free in the examination
room (with a toy and some food provided) and then they were examined on the
table and a questionnaire was administered. A follow-up of these puppies was
performed by telephone one month and 6 months later and a full examination
was performed during the vaccination appointment one year later, to assess their
behaviour and identify any behaviour problems. Using multiple components 
factorial analysis the parameters with the higher contribution to the definition of
the puppies with or without behaviour problems were identified.

Correlations between parameters: using the results of the identification of para-
meters, we analysed the correlations between the items to obtain a better descrip-
tion of the ‘diagnosis groups’. Then, it was possible to propose a scale to evaluate
the puppies.

Validation of the scale: a population of 120 puppies examined for their first vacci-
nation have been evaluated with the scale by two veterinary surgeons.A follow-up
of these puppies was performed 3 and 6 months later by telephone.The two evalu-
ations have been compared and the correlations with the follow-up (occurrence
of behaviour problems) identified.

Results: A standardised scale has been obtained with four groups of parameters:

� spontaneous exploration of the room during a 5 minute period (with no 
stimulation by owners or vet)

20 10TH ESVCE MEETING ON VETERINARY BEHAVIOURAL MEDICINE: PART ONE



� reactions of the puppy during interactions with the vet (the owners are asked
to stay away)

� reactions of the puppy to restraint (by the vet): the vet responds to an 
inappropriate reaction of the puppy during the examination by punishing 
the puppy and observing his reactions

� responses of the owners to three questions (one about fear reactions, one
about sleeping periods and one about self-control when playing).

During the spontaneous exploration of the room, we have observed the following
items with these results:

Spontaneous behaviour Number of puppies

SB1: Rests as close as possible to the place where he has been left; 17
rests for more than 2/3 of the 5 min in that location

SB2: Rests for some seconds and then hides close to his owners; 26
very short exploration time

SB3: First, the puppy rests close to his owners and then begins to 84
explore but returns frequently for physical contact with them

SB4: Exploration alternates with returns to the owners or the vet 105
for physical contact

SB5: Runs everywhere, very short and repeated contacts with every 24
encountered item (objects and people), tendency to chew strongly 
(destroy) on everything he finds.

Reactions during physical examination Number of puppies

R1: Puppy immediately begins to play and cannot stop spontaneously, 27
he growls or bites when the vet tries to restrain him for the 
examination. The help of the owners does not modify the behaviour. 
Lesions of bites or chewing can be observed on owner’s hands 

R2: Puppy seeks contact with the vet during the less invasive part of 119
the examination (auscultation, palpation). In contrast, he shows a 
submissive posture when the vet’s hand is on his neck or during more 
invasive examination (abdominal palpation, mucous examination)

R3: Puppy rests where he has been placed. The vet has to initiate the 92
contact and it induces fear reactions such as trying to escape, biting, 
neurovegetative reactions (urination, defecation, expression of the 
anal sac secretion). The fear reactions disappear when the owners 
approach.

R4: Puppy rests where he has been placed. The vet has to initiate the 18
contact and it induces fear reactions such as trying to escape, bites, 
neurovegetative reactions (urination, defecation, release of the anal 
sack secretion). The fear reactions do not disappear when the owners 
approach.
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Reactions when restrained Number of puppies

C1: The puppy tries to escape, sometime urinates and/or defecates 31
and tries to bite (or bites). Even maintaining restraint (30 seconds 
maximum) the vet does not obtain submission.

C2: The puppy first tries to escape and bite and then calms down 67
after crying and yawning. When the vet removes the restraint to 
return to the physical examination, the puppy relapses into trying to 
bite and escape.

C3: Sometimes the puppy cries softly during restraint but after some 158
movements of the legs, he calms down and is submissive.

The questionnaire: is divided into three parts:
� fear reactions
� sleep 
� ability to rest and control the bite

Questions related to fears No of puppies for Yes No of puppies for No

FxY FxN

F1: Is your puppy frequently afraid of any 155 101
noises?

F2: Is your puppy afraid of any moving 86 170
objects? 

F3: Is your puppy afraid of any kind of 61 195
people? (children, people with a hat etc)

Questions related to sleep No of puppies for Yes No of puppies for No

SxY SxN

S1: Do you commonly see your puppy 22 234
asleep during the day?

S2: Is it common for you to wake up during 31 225
the night because your puppy is active 
(making noise)? 

Questions related to ability to rest and No of puppies for Yes No of puppies for No

control bites CBxY CBxN

CB1: Does your puppy bite you during play? 28 228

CB2: Is your puppy able to stop playing 47 209
when you stop playing? 

CB3: Do children commonly complain 23 233
about your puppy playing roughly?

Using Multiple Components Factorial Analysis, 6 axes with an inertia higher than
5% were identified. Taking into account the absolute contributions of each indi-
vidual and variable to the axes, it is possible to identify 6 groups of puppies, which
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are described by the following associations of variables. Due to the non-exclusive
relationship between the variables FxY, SxY, and CBxY we have simplified these
variables in using FY versus FN, SY versus SN and CBY versus CBN.

Groups of puppies Describing variables Number of puppies

Group 1 SB5 R1 C1 SY CBY 14

Group 2 SB1 R4 C2 FY 20

Group 3 SB5/SB1 R1/R4 C1/C2 SY CBY FY 34

Group 4 Any association comprising at least one of the 55
following: SB3 SB4 R2 C3

Group 5 SB1 R3 C2 FY 46

Group 6 SB3/SB4 R2 C3 FN SN CBN 87

Three and six months later, the puppies were evaluated regarding their behaviour
through a standardised behaviour examination (1, 4) and the diagnosis for each of
them was compared with the group from the previous examination.

Diagnosis 6 months later

Groups Deprivation Depression HS-HA Disorder Phobia Normal Separation 

syndrome syndrome of sensory develop- anxiety

homeo- ment

stasis

G 1 0 0 13 1 0 0 0

G 2 18 1 0 1 0 0 0

G 3 2 1 1 29 0 0 1

G 4 0 0 1 2 49 1 2

G 5 0 0 0 1 5 2 38

G 6 0 0 0 0 6 79 2

The correlation between the evaluation and the occurrence of behaviour prob-
lems is highly significant (p = 0 ,007). Further analysis is currently being per-
formed to try to improve the sensitivity of the scale by modifying some of the
variables.

The evaluation of a group of 120 puppies by two veterinary surgeons showed a
dramatic homogenity of the results.Only 8 dogs obtained different evaluations by
the vets, all of them being group 3 and 4. The correlation between the evaluations
by the two vets was highly significant (p < 0,001).

These results prove that the evaluation is reproducible but show that improve-
ments to the sensitivity of the scale are needed.
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Conclusion 

The development of behavioural medicine is dependent upon veterinary 
surgeons in general practice being able to evaluate behaviour routinely as they
currently do for other physiological functions. One of the main obstacles is that
the time that appears to be required to observe and analyse the behaviour is not
compatible with the requirements of general practice. Thus creating scales and
tests to integrate behavioural medicine into the routine examination of domestic
animals, and especially pets, is highly important. This new scale, now simplified
by creating colour codes for each variable, makes its use possible during the 
clinical examination prior to the vaccination of puppies (5).
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Introduction

In 1999 a ‘Behavioural Clinic’ was instituted in the University of Milan to support
the practical activity of the Post Graduation Specialisation School in Applied
Ethology and Welfare of Domestic Animals. According to behavioural medicine
specialists, canine aggression is the most challenging problem they face in such
clinics. This behavioural disorder is also the most frequent and it has significant
consequences for the owner-animal relationship and for public safety (Burroughs
et al., 2002). To understand the basis of aggression and its expression in many 
different environments it is useful to define a rational treatment of the aggressive
behaviour (Reisner, 2003).

In the last few years, dog aggression and canine bites have increased both in 
frequency and in gravity, illustrating a world-wide lack of appropriate legislation.
In fact, only recently in Italy, the pressure of public opinion through the media,
induced the legislator at several level (State, Region, Commune) to issue laws and
regulations, often different from each other, which were aimed at repressing
specific ‘dangerous’ breeds of dogs but which had neither an organic nor a 
scientific basis.
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Materials and Methods

242 dogs (different breeds, sex and age) which were presented for behavioural
problems were then examined as part of this study and a diagnosis of aggression
was made in 107 (44,2%) cases. 86 (80,4%) of these dogs had already bitten the
owner and/or a relative and/or a stranger (Fatjo et al., 2003). Of these 86 cases, 57
were available for follow-up (duration 12 to 24 months). Three of the dogs were
euthanized after the second biting episode, three were sent away from the family
(given to kennels) (Guy et al., 2001). The remaining 51 animals followed a 
prescribed therapeutic programme without biting again.

The main aggression categories seen in the 107 dogs were: hierarchy related 
aggression (63 cases), territorial aggression (23 cases), fear aggression (11 cases),
intraspecific aggression (8 cases), predatory aggression (2 cases) (Moyer, 1968).

The data, collected by means of a history-taking questionnaire, filled in by the
client during the consultation, was used to enable the investigators to formulate a
diagnosis and to suggest a specific treatment (Verga & Palestrini, 2001).

Subsequently the data was analysed by statistical processing.
In order to have a better understanding of the behavioural problem of canine

aggression, the influence of individual variables (e.g. breed, size, sex, age), envir-
onmental variables (e.g. adoption time, place of origin, household composition,
training, rest place, etc.) and behavioural variables (e.g. intolerance of children,
attention seeking, obedience, biting, etc.) were analysed. These variables were also
analysed under the different aggression categories.

Results

The majority of aggressive dogs were non neutered males (54%); their mean age
was 1–5 years (69%) and mixed breed dogs were most frequent (44%) with
medium (33%) or large sizes (50%) predominating.

Every case was treated with appropriate behavioural therapy (behaviour
modification) and pharmacological intervention, taking into account that drugs
are not always needed and are only a support to environmental and behavioural
modification. Drugs are indicated to decrease the level of anxiety and to facilitate
learning.

Discussion and conclusions

On the basis of the results of this study the essential role of the owner in the
progress of therapy was confirmed (Rugbjerg et al., 2003). However, the action of
the owner is also crucial in terms of prevention of aggressive behaviour. In fact
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owners have an important responsibility for both the dog’s education and its
management. As part of this study the main national and international laws on
the matter of dog aggression were examined and in many cases were found to con-
sist of breed specific legislation. Aggression is a normal behaviour trait in the dog
(Overall, 2001). It is only when this normal behaviour becomes excessive or un-
controlled that the dog may become a danger (Dehasse, 2002). The behaviour that
a dog will exhibit results from a complex interaction of a number of factors such
as genetic inheritance, conditioning and training, environmental factors and hor-
monal status.Aggression cannot therefore be related only to breed, and aggressive
examples of all breed types can occur (Vezzoni & Marchesini, 2000).
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The domestic rabbit has been selected from the wild species Oryctolagus cunicu-
lus, the European rabbit, whose natural range is the Iberian peninsula and north-
ern Africa. The wild rabbit is a fugitive animal, which is the prey of several
predators (prey-birds, canids, mustelids, felines etc). It is the only lagomorph,
which burrows and forms stable social groups of 2 to 20 individuals. These indi-
viduals share a common underground burrow, which is their main protection
against predators and variations of the environment. Communal grazing is the
usual feeding behaviour in such groups. Surprisingly, intrasexual aggression is
very common between adults of the same group (1), making the survival of the
offspring very hazardous.Pregnant does do not give birth in this common burrow
but rather build a special one.

The nesting behaviour of the doe is a well-organised sequence of events under
circadian and hormonal control (2, 3, 4). Around the 31st day of pregnancy, the 
female builds a new short nursery burrow, and prepares a nest of dried grass
which is lined with fur from her ventrum. After a very short parturition (maxi-
mum 10 to 15 minutes), she gives birth to 10 or more pups. The pups are naked,
their eyes and outer ears are sealed and their motor coordination is extremely
poor. They are completely dependent on external sources of warmth to maintain
their body temperature. Just after the last pup is born, the doe leaves the burrow,
closes the entrance and returns 24hrs later, reopening the burrow (5, 6). During
the first 4 weeks of the pups’ lives, the doe will visit them just once a day. She just
feeds them, rarely cleans the pups and never retrieves those who stray from the
nest (7). The suckling time is limited to 3 to 4 minutes and the doe does not give
any assistance in suckling. This extreme pattern of maternal behaviour seems to
be an adaptation to the survival of a prey species whose offspring are so vulnera-
ble. During suckling, the nursery burrow is open and visible: the shorter it lasts,
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the smaller the probability of being detected by predators. Thus, the pups are very
dependent on precise information, which makes them stay in the nest and which
orientates them to the nipple. Many authors have suspected and shown the 
evidence for a nipple-search pheromone which is able to guide the pups to the
nipple, making such a short feeding time possible (8, 9). Recently, (10) this
pheromone has been identified as a monomolecular pheromone 2-methylbutyl-
2-enal (2M2B). In contrast evidence for a mechanism to ensure the attraction to
the nest is not readily available and very little research has been done in that 
respect. In rabbit farms, many stockmen have observed that introducing the fur
from the nest decreases the consequences of the weaning stress. Although no 
precise data are available, there seems to be a relationship between a higher mor-
tality rate in the offspring of primiparous does and the lack of fur in the nest. The
chemical analysis (GC/MS) of the fur found in the nest of lactating does, com-
pared with fur obtained from non lactating does, has shown some evidence of a
putative pheromone having the same chemical structure as those observed in the
other species of mammals (11, 12).

The aim of this study was to determine the function of the nest in the develop-
ment of the litter.

Material and methods 

This study was divided in two stages.
The first stage was to evaluate the reactions of the rabbit pups to the nest and to

identify the significant stimuli provided by the fur. 12 females and 12 litters were
used in this study. The fur was analysed using Gas Chromatography/Mass 
Spectrum methods, and the behaviour of the females and litters, using video-
taping and classical statistical methods.

The second stage involved evaluating the effects of the chemical signals
identified in the nest. Trials comparing the effects of these signals were performed
in a standardised stress test (rabbits in a crate, experiencing a sudden light and
sound) in laboratory rabbits (36 rabbits) and in two rabbit farms (first farm:
females with litter, 100 crates, 4 rooms, between 812 to 902 rabbits per room;
second farm: 2 rooms, 400 rabbits). Daily Weight Gain (DWG), Food Conversion
Index (FCI), cortisol blood level and diameter of the surrenal glands have been
studied. In the first farm, the rate of alive weaned pups was recorded and the
growth of 1500 rabbits between the two farms (726 and 785 rabbits respectively)
was recorded during the fattening period.
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Results 

The first stage of the study confirmed the role of the nest. When the nest was
moved to a new location the litter followed the nest. Replacing the fur by an
artificial nest (cotton) or fur washed using organic solvents, induced chaotic
movements of the litter and the pups did not remain together. GC/MS of the fur
showed an association of fatty acids, esters and dimers of fatty acids known to be
the main components of maternal appeasing pheromones. This pheromone has
been named Rabbit Appeasing Pheromone (RAP). In the nests lined with washed
fur (organic solvents) and sprayed with the structural analogue of RAP, pups were
observed to be react in the same way as they did when exposed to natural fur. The
pups remained close together and stayed quiet and there was a consequently low
mortality.

During standardised stress tests, the treated group showed a significantly lower
cortisol rate and surrenal diameter (p = 0,03 and p = 0,012), a higher DWG and a
better FCI (p < 0,05).

In farms, the rate of weaned rabbits was significantly higher in the room treated
with the appeasine and the technical results confirmed the results of the labora-
tory test.
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Conclusion 

The nest of the rabbit appears to be highly important in the development of the
litter. It can be considered as a releasing system for RAP. According to ecological
and evolutional considerations, the maternal behaviour of the female rabbit is
highly adapted to protect the litter against predators. By only lactating once a day
the female decreases the probability of scent aiding predators to find the nest and
when the offspring are appeased by the pheromones released by the fur they do
not produce any noise and are therefore poorly detectable. The use of structural
analogues of this appeasine could be extremely useful in the management of fear
reactions in a species, which is known to be highly sensitive to stress.
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The selection of dog breeds for functionality has progressively lost its importance
and behavioural attributes, which were originally selected for, are often now con-
sidered problematic in the context of the household.Large-scale genetic studies to
identify inherited behavioural traits within current breeds are likely to encounter
prohibitive ethical, economic and practical factors.

This study investigated behavioural characteristics of the 49 most popular
breeds in Italy, by applying the same methodology used in studies conducted in
the USA by Hart & Hart (1983) and in the UK by Bradshaw et al. (1996). The com-
parison of results for nominally identical breeds with their USA and UK counter-
parts provides further information about behaviour in effectively genetically
isolated populations.

One-hundred and twelve Italian veterinarians and fifty-six dog experts (train-
ers,behaviour counsellors and animal charity officers) completed a questionnaire
with 13 questions about behavioural characteristics of dogs, including some 
related to comparisons between male and female behaviour. Thirty-two breeds in
this Italian study were present in both the US and UK studies, a further three
breeds were surveyed in the Italian and US studies and a further seven breeds were
surveyed in the Italian and UK studies. Six Italian breeds and the American
Staffordshire Bull Terrier were only represented in the Italian Study.

In this study females were considered more trainable for obedience, more 
demanding of affection and more house trainable (P < 0.05). Males were rated
higher than females (P < 0.05) for all other traits except playfulness and general
activity, where the NS trend agreed, thus reflecting the general trends shown in
previous studies.

Principal factor analysis was conducted, generating two principal factors called
‘aggressivity’ and ‘reactivity/immaturity’ that accounted for 56.7% of the total

poster
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variance (Fisher & Yates, 1963, SPSS, 1998). Nine breed groups with different 
behavioural characteristics (described by the two factors) were generated by 
K-means Cluster analysis. These grouping had similarities with the groupings
presented in the USA and UK studies; e.g. of the 7 breeds rated as high in aggres-
sivity in this study, which were also present in the other studies, 5 were rated as
high aggressivity in all the three countries, 1 breed was rated as high aggressivity in
Italy and the US (Miniature Schnauzer) and just 1 breed (Yorkshire terrier) was
rated as high aggressivity in the Italian study and average aggressivity in the other
two studies.

In the present study factor analysis generated factors that accounted for less of
the total variance when compared with the studies conducted by Hart & Hart
(1983) and by Bradshaw et al. (1996), where generated factors accounted for 88%
of the total variance. This suggests several factors that could explain these results,
e.g. differences in evaluations of dog breed behaviour both between and within
groups of respondents, differences in breeding in the different countries and dif-
ferences in cultural perception of dog behaviour. However, these results provide
further evidence of the need for care when transposing breed behavioural advice
or treatments between countries.
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Aggression may be the expression of a complex interaction between innate and
learning mechanisms, the crucial manifestation of a distressed animal or the
product of a systemic disease. Despite the fact that several studies have been 
carried out in humans and laboratory animals, the neuroanatomical, neuro-
chemical and molecular basis of canine aggression are, at present, not completely
clarified. The role of different neurotransmitter systems in the development of
aggressive behaviour has been widely investigated in humans and in laboratory
animals (Lesch and Merschdorf, 2000; vanErp and Miczek, 2000; Gregg and
Siegel, 2001). In humans with a history of aggression low central nervous system
levels of the major serotonin metabolite 5-hydroxyindoleacetic acid and other
monoamine metabolites have been reported (Brown et al., 1979; Placidi et al.,
2001). Similar findings have also been assessed in laboratory animals (Hilakivi et
al., 1989) and in dominant aggressive dogs (Reisner et al., 1996). The serotonin 
inhibitory effect on aggression seems to be mediated through interactions with
several 5-HT receptor subtypes. The involvement of the 5-HT receptors has been
described in cats (Shaikh et al., 1997).

Amplified sympathetic and adrenal activity has been recognized as being 
responsible for the ‘fight-flight’response (Hoffman and Taylor, 2001). Increases in
catecholamine plasma levels have been detected in the early phase and during the
process of fighting (Stoddard et al., 1986).

Studies on β-adrenoceptors (β-AR) in human brain from suicide victims are
reported (Arango et al., 1990). Unfortunately, at the present time the relationship
between brain β-AR concentrations and aggression has not been investigated 
in the dog. The understanding of the biological basis of canine aggression may
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enable the development of pharmacological treatments that would target specific
brain regions and neurotransmitter systems.
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Introduction

Dog aggression legislation is rarely considered to be effective, well balanced or 
adequate (1). Behind the scenes, most professionals have a lot of criticism to level
at it, but seldom are constructive propositions made. This text is meant to give a
critical overview of the current European legislation as well as offer some sugges-
tions. Comparing European legislation, however, is not an easy task. For example,
in some countries dog aggression is purely a national issue (e.g. Belgium, Nether-
lands), whereas in other countries it is also a regional one (e.g. Germany,Austria),
leading to the existence of different forms of legislation in one country. To make
it even harder, in most of the countries there are cities that have local legislation
on dog aggression. This text will just concentrate on what exists at a national or 
regional level in Europe.Not only do a lot of countries have specific aggressive dog
legislation, but most of them also have a penal or civil code that deals with the
consequences of dog bites (e.g. United Kingdom, France). These specific pieces of
legislation will not be covered by this article.

The European Union

Since 2000 some countries (e.g. Germany, Italy) have tried to find support for
their breed specific legislation from the European Commission. To date the Euro-
pean Commissioners have always stated that this was not a European matter 
(2-8). On the other hand, every country has the right to develop specific national
legislation as long as free trade is guaranteed. However Art. 30 of the Treaty of the
European Communion allows for an exception on this limitation if the safety or
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health of the public is in danger.
The European Convention for the Protection of Pet Animals creates, in article

5, an opportunity for a more European approach, since this article states that
countries will aim to forbid breeding with animals when they are carrying a 
genetic characteristic that affects the welfare of the offspring (9) and countries
can put behavioural traits onto the list of genetic characteristics.

The member states

Breed specific legislation

Breed specific legislation exists in Austria, Denmark, Germany, France, Ireland,
Italy, Malta, the Netherlands, Spain, the United Kingdom and Switzerland. The
compulsory euthanasia of the animals is seldom imposed (Malta). More frequent
measures are: a trade ban, an import ban, compulsory licensing, identification,
registration, and sterilisation, the obligation to keep dogs permanently on leash
or muzzled, behavioural testing, a ban on training or breeding for aggression.
Owners must be adults, have a clear criminal record, be properly insured, have a
license or be obliged to follow a course.

Criticisms can be levelled regarding the choice of the breeds, the measures 
imposed, the applicability of these measures and the legal situation of the owners
and the dogs. A lot of side effects are encountered as a result of this kind of
legislation, most of them unwanted.

Non breed specific legislation

Some countries (see table) only legislate against aggressive dogs,while others have
legislation that is directed to all dogs.Some of the laws relate primarily to the own-
ers, e.g. a clear record, being of age and holding compulsory insurance, while
other relate to the dogs themselves. Mandatory leashing or muzzling can be
specific for dogs that are defined aggressive or for all dogs, along the same lines as
the obligation to be identified and registered. In some countries there is a ban on
breeding with aggressive dogs, while in others training in order to enhance 
aggressive behaviour is prohibited.

In some countries a complaint can be filed against a dog, while in others it is
filed against his owner. An assessment by a specialist is also requested. Measures
against dogs that have proven to be aggressive, are found in the legislation of
Denmark, France, Ireland, Latvia, Norway, the United Kingdom, Spain, Sweden
and Switzerland. Denmark, Germany, France, Ireland, Italy, Spain and the United
Kingdom have breed specific, as well as non breed specific legislation, as do 
regions in Austria and Switzerland.

There is a lot of criticism in relation to non-breed specific legislation. Most of
the time the necessary conditions to apply this kind of legislation are not fulfilled.
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Amongst these necessary conditions are: validated behavioural tests, experienced
test persons, a good definition of an aggressive or dangerous dog, good
identification and registration of the dogs and last but not least a good parent-
hood registration. Specific criticisms are made in relation to permanent muzzling
and keeping dogs on leash, since some scientists think these two measures make
the dogs even more dangerous or at least pose a threat to the dog’s welfare when
not applied correctly (10–11).

According to most authors, it is essential to have clear definitions of what is an
aggressive or a dangerous dog and in addition agreement has to be reached on
such issues as what are the necessary conditions and the exceptions, what proto-
cols have to be applied, who is going to do the evaluation of the risk, when which
measure will be imposed. Without fulfilling these conditions, legislation that 
provides security to society but also protects the responsible dog owner and his
animal is impossible.

How successful is legislation against dog aggression?

To know if legislation against dog aggression has been successful, one needs good
statistics over long periods both before and after the introduction of the legisla-
tion (12–13). Even then the side effects, such as public sensitisation and awareness,
are difficult to separate from the effect of the specific action that has been taken.
To date, there are no published data that prove the efficacy of one type of legisla-
tion over another or vice versa. This leads to the conclusion that there is no 
scientific or socially acceptable basis to install breed specific legislation. However,
in spite of the fact that non-breed specific legislation seems to be more defendable
from an ethical point of view, the necessary conditions to implement this kind of
legislations are not yet in existence

It is therefore the opinion of the author that the direct effects of classical dog 
aggression legislation on the reduction of the number and severity of incidents
will be very limited. The problem is that the existing dog aggression legislation is
almost always purely repressive and is rarely preventative. Until the opposite is
proven by good statistics, the author expects that the best results will most prob-
ably be obtained by a combination of a limited, non breed specific legislation,
which concentrates on the responsibility of the owner and on good prevention
techniques. This legislation would need to be advertised to the public in a repeti-
tive way, thereby increasing public concern and promoting requests for informa-
tion.

Correct and easily obtainable information, directed to owners, victims, breed-
ers, trainers and others must be provided (12–17) since such information will lead
to a constant improvement of the contacts between people and dogs. In terms of
efficacy, it is essential to focus on the information directed towards children. Not
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only are they the most vulnerable group, and the accidents in this group the most
devastating, but they will also be the adults of tomorrow and an investment in
their behaviour will result in an improvement over time.Educationalists have also
proven that the best way to educate parents is by influencing their children (18).
During the past decennium, many of our most valued colleagues have invested a
lot of energy in trying to direct and influence decision making regarding dog 
aggression legislation. Unfortunately they were seldom listened to and even more
seldom were their efforts successful.Frustration was often their reward since there
is a huge difference between the logical thought processes of a scientist and those
of a politician under pressure. However, it is important that veterinary practi-
tioners keep pushing the political world and there is a real need to formulate a
common approach to dog aggression and to its prevention. Such an approach
then needs to be communicated successfully to as many politicians and pressure
groups as possible and the starting point is a combination of effort and the collec-
tion of as much relevant information as possible.

If the veterinary profession really wants to play an important social role in the
reduction of dog bites, it is essential to focus more on prevention and to work
closely with other professions (e.g. educationalists and health professionals) to
define just how this vital message can be best conveyed. A lot of good people are
motivated, waiting for the veterinarians and especially for those working in 
behavioural medicine to start a campaign. Let’s not waste time fighting with 
government bureaucracy and inertia. Let’s not get frustrated because we count on
them to provide us with the necessary means (especially the financial ones).
Instead let us cross the national borders, since problems are the same in every
country and let us unite and share information. Let us take decisive steps as a 
veterinary profession and hopefully frustration can be replaced by satisfaction.
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Dog bites: how big a problem?

Dogs are integrated members of many European families. Estimates of dog bite
incidence range from 9–18/1000 victims per year in the general population 
(Overall and Love 2001) and 22/1000 in children (Horisberger 2002, Kahn et al
2004). The aesthetic and psychological consequences of dog bites may negatively
influence the quality of life of children and their families (Overall and Love 2001,
Sacks et al 2000, Peters et al 2004). The repercussions of aggressive behaviour and
dog bites on the veterinary profession may not be ignored either. Dog bites may
result in euthanasia or relinquishment of pets to a shelter and therefore have 
direct and indirect adverse economic effects on the veterinary profession. These
effects include direct loss of practice income, caused by loss of patients, and an 
indirect loss due to the possibility that fewer people will consider owning dogs 
because of negative publicity (Overall and Love, 2001). According to these data,
the ‘prevention of dog bites’ can be seen as an important issue to our profession
and to the behavioural field.

Prevention of dog bites: can we learn from human health

prevention programs

Before developing a European dog bite prevention programme, it seemed useful
to have a look at the experience in human medicine on the development of
theory, models, research strategies and prevention programmes. In 1974, a 
prevention scientist (Bonfenbrenner, 1974) wrote:

“Only sustained interventions have sustained effects. Sustainability is 
enhanced by focusing upon underlying causes and contexts of behaviour and 
embedding or integrating prevention and promotion initiatives into ongoing 
systems, institutions and organisations so that they become a natural part of
people’s everyday lives.”
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A guide for prevention programme design, implementation and evaluation
was published by L. Bond et al. (2004) in a recent edition of the Journal of Primary
Prevention. The author identified 10 distinct but interdependent characteristics
of effective primary prevention and promotion programmes that should frame
future prevention programme development.

Can we make these 10 points relevant to a dog bite

prevention programme?

1. Structure, content and implementation. The first goal is to further scientific re-
search on risk factors (human, animal, environmental) related to dog bite acci-
dents, as well as research on the content, structure and implementation of existing
dog bite prevention programmes.

2. European agreement on goals. A definition of the European dog bite prevention
programme should be agreed on by all participants. What do we want to achieve?
Do we aim to spread information, education and enhance awareness on ‘how to
prevent dog bites’ in all sectors involved? – the general public, the dog owners and
professionals related to human and animal fields?

3. Multi-factor, multi-system and multi-level approach. Preventing dog bites in 
society might include crucial questions on prevention strategies like ‘how’ to
reach target groups, ‘who’ should do it and what are the tools? 

4. Dosage and follow-up. It is necessary to decide on the appropriate dosage of dog
bite prevention interventions and to arrange for repeat follow-up boosters. In the
USA the American Veterinary Medical Association organises an annual pet week
together with a dog bite prevention week. Should we elect for these kind of
continuous programmes or use more intermittent but effective interventions?

5. Consideration of strengths – competence – wellness. In human health, the most
effective programmes not only diminish risk and adversity, but also build
strengths, competence and protective factors (L. Bond, 2004). Translated to dog
bite prevention, a similar goal has been described by Love and Overall (2001). The
initiation of such a programme has been started in Germany.An interdisciplinary
approach, and coordinated project development between human and animal
health care professionals, would be beneficial for the further growth of this idea.

6. Sensitivity to target population. The optimal content and the optimal structure
of dog bite prevention projects to reduce dog bites within the family, will depend
upon the age and the maturity of the individuals. Most prevention plans have
been created for school children and adults, while very few programmes address
small children and their parents. When aiming for flexible programmes, able to
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address different people and systems at different stages in life, it will be necessary
to involve the cooperation of human health care professionals.

7. Evaluation and monitoring. To cite Riger (2001) “rather then starting with the
programme and asking if it has achieved its goals, we should start with the people
affected by the programme to see what the programme looks like from their point
of view”. When developing dog bite prevention programmes, we have a vested 
interest to evaluate and monitor and see if the programme is functioning in the
way that was intended.

8. Transferability and translatability. The potential impact of a programme is not
only related to the ease of transferability and translatability from one setting to
another but also relates to the degree to which experience can be transferred from
the programme to real life. (L. Bond, 2004). Which dog bite prevention 
programmes are easy to start up, easy to understand, easy to learn and easy to use
in different settings? How much information do we have on the link between
learning situations and real life?

9. Diverse resource needs. Multidisciplinary consultation, exchange and collab-
oration between the different European countries on the experience of preven-
tion projects will strengthen a common project and the chances for success.

10. Socio-political sensitivity. Political expertise and skills are not incorporated
into the formal training of the veterinary surgeon or the behavioural counsellor.
For a European project, coordinated communication with governments, and the
creation of European guidelines regarding dog bite prevention, might be a crucial
element for a programme’s success.

Dog bite prevention projects in Europe

In Europe, local dog bite prevention initiatives have been performed in different
countries. For example:

In France, Switzerland and Belgium circumstances, prevalence and sequels of
dog bites in children have been investigated (Horisberger 2002; Kahn et al 2003;
Kahn et al 2004; Kern 1999; Peters et al 2004).

In Germany, Italy and Switzerland, educational programmes with schoolchild-
ren have been conducted in order to educate and instruct children and families on
basic safety rules in the cohabitation with dogs.(H. Jung,L.Notari,M.C.Osella,C.
Pillonel, L. Hornisberger). In Germany a book and a complete course to train vet-
erinarians to give courses for dog owners on anticipatory guidance (safe relation-
ships between children and dogs) has been established by H. Jung, U. Falbesaner
and D. Döring-Schätzl. In Switzerland, information campaigns to the public and
veterinary profession have been performed by means of booklets and leaflets 
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(C. Pillonel and STVV). Simultaneously, a course for veterinarians to obtain a
diploma on how to evaluate dangerous dog cases has been performed (Linda
Hornisberger, Swiss Behavioural association STVV).

In Belgium, a project to inform veterinarians, breeders and dog owners on how
to socialize a puppy in the correct way, has been initiated by the Flemish Veteri-
nary Behavioural Organisation (VDWE -) C. Halsberghe, I. De Cock. Further, the
Belgian Birth and Children Office (ONE) together with paediatricians (A. Kahn)
and veterinarians (J. Dehasse) performed a prevention campaign to inform and
educate children’s health care workers.

Thanks to the success of these individual projects and settings, we have been
able to consider the idea of building a European dog bite prevention project.
In May 2003, the FECAVA council announced their intention to support ESVCE
on the creation, the development and the promotion of a European multi-
disciplinary dog bite prevention project.

ESVCE dog bite prevention project

ESVCE proposes to create a European dog bite prevention group, consisting of
people actively involved in projects on dog bite research and/or dog bite preven-
tion in their country. The aim of the prevention team would be to exchange 
information on already existing research and prevention projects, to encourage
cooperation between different countries in creating new projects, to brainstorm
on the content of prevention messages, to develop a consensus on the content of
the messages in dog bite prevention and finally to screen and validate the consen-
sus by feedback of people belonging to different professions related to the topic,
such as veterinarians, ethologists, paediatricians and psychologists. The ultimate
goal of ESVCE and FECAVA is to create a transferable and translatable European
dog bite prevention programme for the different prevention levels.

How can a Blue Dog© help…?

According to the results of the Belgian dog bite study, 65% of the accidents 
occurred in the home environment during everyday activities (Kahn et al 2003).
Victims were mostly young children (median age was 5 years), bitten by a dog that
was familiar to them. Eighty-six percent of the dog bites occurring at home were
found to be triggered by an interaction initiated by the child. Because of the com-
plex nature of child-dog interactions, we decided to engage in a multidisciplinary
project to further research dog bite prevention in children. In September 2003, a
Belgian multidisciplinary team of veterinarians, behavioural vets, ethologists, re-
searchers from the department of child psychology, paediatricians, paediatric
surgeons, general physicians and members from the Graphic department of the
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Ghent Art Academy started investigating the project frame of an interactive 
computer game for children aged 3–6 years (The Blue Dog©) to help teach the
principles of dog bite prevention. The Blue Dog© is meant to be a prevention tool
to be incorporated into prevention settings in veterinary practices or human
health care practices, in order to reach families with children. Once finalized, The
Blue Dog© will be available to the members of ESVCE as well as to behavioural 
organizations and veterinary associations contributing to the dog bite prevention
project.
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In modern western society the practical functions of dogs have progressively lost
their importance and their behaviour as companion animals is now more rele-
vant in the human-animal relationship. Recent research conducted in Tuscany
(Gazzano et al., 2002) showed that dogs are mainly chosen not because of the
original functions of breeds but for their ability to relate to human beings. The
same research revealed that the choice to adopt a dog is also induced by the per-
ception that the relationship with a companion dog is ‘genuine’, a quality which
(as the investigated sample stated) seems more and more difficult to find in inter-
personal relationships. One of the reasons for this perception might be that dogs
represent the ancient link of human beings with nature and with their origins, but
there is the risk of an increasing tendency to ‘use’dogs as human surrogates. Com-
panion dogs can have the role of human surrogate or ‘projection of self ’ (Veevers,
1985) and the latter function is often on the basis of the choice of particular dog
breeds,because of their appearance and their popular image.Behaviour problems
and difficult dog-owner relationships may arise from these anthropomorphic
perceptions of the animals. The dog-owner relationship is a ‘social environment’
to which both the human being and the animal have to adapt,and the general level
of comprehension of dog behaviour and its physiological and ethological needs
are probably the most important elements that have to be taken into account.

Symptoms of poor welfare conditions – often due to excessive anthropomor-
phism and/or lack of knowledge of dog behaviour and needs – may have implica-
tions for dogs, their owners and the community. One of these symptoms is
aggression towards human beings, which is also the main concern about dogs be-
longing to Government Authorities. An effective means of preventing aggression
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is to educate the new generations to understand dogs, their behaviour and their
needs, by means of school programmes. Educated children can also have an effect
on their family members: a cultural improvement that is likely to enrich the entire
society.

The practical application of these thoughts, however, seems not to be easy 
either from the practical or from the cultural point of view. A general project 
in Europe would need to ensure that cultural differences among (and even
within) countries are taken into account and some of the elements that need to be
considered include:

a. existing general levels of culture about dog behaviour,
b. management attitudes,
c. perceptions of dogs’ roles in human society,
d. existing laws about dogs,
e. educational systems,
f. methods of education in schools 

The role of education in schools, with the support of veterinarians specialised in
behaviour, should be considered of primary importance in order to give correct
information, but dog ethology and basic prevention instructions have to be 
included in officially recognised school programmes and supported by school
teachers in order to reach the goal of giving correct and effective prevention tools
and forming positive attitudes towards dogs. Veterinarians specialised in behav-
iour must be supported by teachers, because an effective communication implies
didactical skills and a knowledge of the learning abilities and attitudes of the in-
dividuals in the classroom.Teachers should therefore be the link between children
and the experts. Another important reason is that the acquired knowledge needs
to be elaborated at different times: without a direct involvement of teachers such
continuity of education is not possible. A first step to reach this goal might be to
create didactic tools, directly illustrated by experts and then made permanently
available to the classroom. ‘Esopo’, a Compact Disc, which will be distributed to 
all primary schools in Lombardy by OCIM (Osservatorio Cinologico Inter 
Ministeriale), is an example of this kind of didactic support.

Veterinary behaviourists are therefore central professional figures because they
have the necessary expertise about dog physiology and behaviour and a thorough
cultural and professional experience, as far as human-animal relationship is 
concerned. The collaboration with school teachers is of paramount importance
when an effective programme is to be launched successfully and therefore courses
in companion animal ethology and prevention of dog bites should be inserted in
officially recognised school programmes.
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According to literature, about 70% of dog bites are directed towards members of
their own family and especially children aged between 7 and 8 years. Although
children in this age category are most often bitten, it appears that 89% are aware
of danger and 77% do already develop an awareness of the need for prevention 
activities. The conclusion is that the only place to reach all children in this age 
category is in school and therefore in 2000, the Bavarian ‘prevent a bite project’ for
primary schools was initiated.

The setting, development and realisation of the school project was done by the
author, a veterinarian specialised in behavioural medicine, teacher for animal 
assisted therapy, a sworn and appointed expert for dog behaviour, certified in 
service dog training (Association Le Copain, Switzerland) and also trainer of
rescue dogs (Red Cross Munich).

After a pilot phase from 2000 to 2002, this school project is now recommended
by the authorities, the ministry of culture of Bavaria and the government of
Bavaria, district upper Bavaria. This is important because the prevention training
is a voluntary part of the official lessons and all members of the prevention train-
ing have a standardised education. The prevention teachers are mostly primary
school teachers by profession, but there are also some vets. and along with the dog
handlers and their dogs, they must complete a special course. In addition the dog
must have been tested in a behaviour assessment. In other countries the dogs used
in schools are often not specifically trained for working in that environment, but
experience with other working dogs, such as rescue dogs and assistance dogs, has
shown that dogs which receive specific training for their own work context seem
to have a higher threshold for stressful situations. Visiting schools can result in

51



more social strain for the dogs than being used as working animals in a hunting or
rescue dog environment and unstressed dogs will enjoy their work and thereby 
reduce the risk for the children to a minimum.

The procedure of the project can be described as follows

The teams (prevention teacher – dog leader) visit every school on two occasions.
On the first visit the prevention teacher explains to the children that a dog

thinks in different way to human beings. They then go through the prevention
programme with the children.

On the second visit – at least two days later – the prevention teacher, the dog
leader and the dog visit the classroom. The first step is that the dog leader plays the
‘dog’. Only if all children show correct reactions in this scenario does the real dog
start to participate in the session. Anxious children may exercise with the dog
leader only if they wish but most of them like to train with the dog as well – in the
company of an adult. Parents are welcome as observers at the prevention session
but many teachers prefer to work without parents.

Results: About 190 primary school teachers, 42 special school teachers and 30
school inspectors of the different Bavarian government districts have received
further education regarding the child-dog-relationship and the prevention-
programme. The veterinary students of the veterinary university of Hannover are
given a presentation of this prevention-programme as part of a compulsory 
lecture and this has been the case since 2003. In the first two years the pilot-teams
reached about 600 children. In 2003/2004 12 new teams successfully completed
the examination, 9 of them trained about 250 children in the first weeks (until
7/2004), 3 of them are not yet working.

Future of the project: In autumn 2004 there will be a round table meeting with the
government to discuss integrating the prevention idea into the regular teacher 
education. In October the next course for dog leaders and for prevention teachers
will begin.
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*Corresponding author: osellamc@libero.it

Direct and indirect influences of pets on the social, emotional and cognitive 
development of children have been widely reported in literature. Interactions
with pets have also been shown to improve children’s positive attitude toward pets
and result in a better understanding of the non-verbal signals of domestic ani-
mals. However, the encouraging of a relationship between children and animals
as an educational skill in school is a relatively new area of scientific research.

The aim of the present study was to introduce the topic of human-animal 
communication into the teaching schedules, to cooperate with the educators and
use the already existing didactics in the primary school, in order to reduce the
health risks for children which could result from interaction with pets (e.g. dog
and cat bites) and also to improve the welfare of pets (e.g.cruelty toward animals).

In the first project the staff was composed of 10 teachers working in a public
primary school in Chivasso (Italy) and a veterinary behaviourist; children 
involved in the survey were pupils from 5 classrooms (age: 7 years old; sample
n° = 125 children). The pilot project was divided into:

1) the discussion of the steps with the teachers 
2) a workshop with children 
3) the development of sub-projects according to the different subject areas 

(literary and scientific subjects, music, theatre, art education, computer 
science)

4) a tour of a neighbourhood shelter and a private training and sporting centre
for companion dogs 

5) follow-up with the teachers and the headmaster.

In a second project involving the kindergarten (Turin, Italy), 80 children were 
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divided into smaller groups according to their age (1–12 months, 1–2 years, 2–3
years).A veterinary behaviourist, a Delta Society certified Pet-Partnership worker
and a psychologist cooperated with the teachers. The pilot project was divided
into:

1) workshops with the teachers 
2) two meetings with parents 
3) working sessions with children introducing one dog and one cat into the 

facility 
4) psychological monitoring of the children observed in their interaction with

the animals 
5) follow-up with the teachers and the headmaster.

The present study should be considered as a preliminary attempt to create specific
multidisciplinary projects in schools. Further research must focus on all aspects
teaching and instruction related to the pet-child relationship; such data will be
important for parents, teachers and professionals working in mental and physical
health care, as well as veterinarians working in applied behavioural sciences.
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Epidemiological study by Horisberger

Available statistical data (Horisberger, 2002) indicate that the risk of children
being hospitalised because of bite injuries is double that for adults. Small children
often suffer serious injury particularly to the head. The cause of the accident can
frequently be traced back to how the child interacted with the dog. The study
defined the risk groups and risk situations clearly such that suitable prevention
could be developed.

PAB-CH (Prevent A Bite – Switzerland) 

PAB (Prevent A Bite) is a prevention programme designed to teach children how
to avoid dog bite accidents. The programme addresses a clearly defined risk group
and deals with risk situations and interactions; it also draws parents’ attention to
the problem.

PAB was developed in Britain over 10 years ago by John Uncle. It was first in-
troduced into German-speaking Switzerland as part of the training for leaders of
puppy playgroups. The project was later adapted to meet specific local needs by
the groups in the Bern and Schaffhausen regions and called PAB-CH. In the Berne
area, the programme is currently being used to instruct school classes (1st to 4th
primary school classes and classes with foreign children). The Berne Animal 
Protection League provides a financial support. In Schaffhausen, the school 
authorities are also involved and so all kindergarten classes are able to benefit
from the training offered. In French speaking Switzerland, PAB-CH became PAM
[Prévention des Accidents par Morsure (Prevention of Biting Accidents)] and
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courses are carried out in the canton of Vaud – supported by the Vaud Animal
Protection League – and by the authorities in the cantons of Neuchâtel, Valais 
and Geneva and the city of Lausanne. However, most of the courses are run by 
volunteers and are held only sporadically depending on the canton.

Aims of PAB-CH

The programme has two main priorities: to teach children how to approach and
behave correctly toward dogs (familiar or strange) and to train them how to react
if confronted with a threatening or aggressive dog.Although the manner in which
the course is held and the methods used have to be adapted to the age of the class,
the principal aim remains the same, that is to help children learn interactively how
to behave in specific key situations. The course consists of two periods of 45
minutes. Depending on the age of the children, the principles are demonstrated
using a toy dog, puppets or actors clothed as ‘Wooly Woof ’. Then the children act
out how they should behave in the specific situation. Finally, when the animators
judge the class to be ready, real dogs are introduced. The same exercises are then
repeated with the dogs.

In this course children learn to do the following when confronted with familiar
dogs:

a. Keep their distance and call the dog over if they want to pet it.
b. Keep their distance and leave the dog in peace if it is eating or in its basket.
c. Keep their distance and leave the dog in peace if it growls or snarls.

In addition they learn to do the following when confronted with a strange dog:

a. Ask the owner for permission before they touch the dog (correct method of
making contact).

b. If it is alone or tied up, keep away from it and calmly walk past.
c. If a dog jumps towards the child (and the child is afraid) or if the dog wants

something the child has in its hand: stand still, remain motionless, lower the
hands, look away, drop any object the dog wants (toy, food), and if the dog
knocks the child down, curl up and protect the head.

In each lesson in the PAB courses, the welfare of the child is paramount. No child
is forced to participate – on the contrary: the course is planned to provide
sufficient space so that children who do not wish to get close to the dogs may keep
their distance. They are encouraged to participate and benefit from the course as
they wish and at their own pace. Reactions may vary greatly depending on the 
cultural background or past experience of the child participant. Each course takes
the form of a game involving the class and the team of animators so each PAB
course is unique just as each class is unique. However, the planning and the goals
remain the same.
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The welfare of the dog is also an important factor: stress in dogs can provoke an
incident, even if the dog is usually harmless. Stressful situations are therefore
avoided.

The animators have to meet strict criteria as do the dog handlers and the dogs.
The dog and the owner have to serve as role models for the children. PAB-CH 
contributes to improved integration of dogs into society and leads to animals
being treated with more respect.

Here, Tapsi … ! (annex)

‘Here, Tapsi … !’ is the title of a booklet developed and published by the Swiss 
Federal Veterinary Office to prevent dog-bite accidents involving children. It is
based both on the epidemiological study of Horisberger and on the experiences of
the PAB-CH group in Berne. The booklet has been published in Switzerland’s
four official languages, German, French, Italian and Rhaeto-Romansh.

‘Here, Tapsi … !’ is designed for children from the age of four upwards (with
parental assistance). The prevention booklet was also distributed during the PAB-
CH courses. It explains simply and clearly how children should behave when con-
fronted with either a familiar or a strange dog. The message is deliberately kept in
the affirmative so that children learn what to do to master a specific situation (not
what they should NOT do). A number of school classes were involved during the
compilation of the booklet to ensure the text was both readable and comprehen-
sible and to make an appropriate choice of illustrations, thus guaranteeing it op-
timum acceptance among children. Experts from the Service Santé de la Jeunesse
(Geneva) and Equiterre (Geneva) children’s welfare programmes also provided
support.

PAB-CH and ‘Here, Tapsi … !’ are a constructive response to the risks to which
children are exposed. The efficiency of such programmes has been confirmed
(Chapmann 2000; Spiegel 2000).
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This project came into existence as a result of the need for veterinary surgeons 
to be able to inform the owners of puppies or adult dogs about the behaviour of
their pets. It can be argued that the veterinary surgeon is the most appropriate
professional figure to be involved in the prevention of behavioural problems
(pathologies) and the selection of appropriate behavioural therapies, since they
are able to rule out the organic problems that need to be considered in the 
differential diagnosis of behavioural change.

The chapters of this booklet are authored by a number of veterinary surgeons,
ANMVI-SISCA members, who have drawn on their experience in the field of
behavioural medicine in order to produce a booklet which aims to reduce the 
incidence of dog bites. The basis for this booklet is that if owners are educated 
correctly about selecting a puppy for their family and about providing adequate
and appropriate socialisation, both with dogs and people, it will be possible to 
reduce aggressive behaviour in the canine population. Furthermore, if the general
public are aware of the different body postures of dogs, they will be able to better
understand the dogs’ messages and thereby avoid possible risk situations.

During routine veterinary visits for annual vaccinations or parasite control, the
veterinary surgeon is in a position to offer owners a wealth of information con-
cerning their pet and its behaviour. Possible topics that could be covered include:

a. The dog as a good citizen
b. Appropriate puppy selection
c. Appropriate socialisation with dogs and people 
d. The correct approach to the post-adoption period
e. Games to play and games to avoid 
f. Dealing with aggressive behaviour 
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g. Understanding how dogs speak to us 
h. How to anticipate accidents with dogs 
i. The rights and responsibilities of the citizen and the dog-owner
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The ANMVI-SISCA project on didactic zooanthropology has now reached 
21 provinces in Regions of Northern and Central Italy and has been started in 
69 primary schools involving 240 classes, for a total number of 4907 children.

The project uses a class pack, which has been sponsored by Purina Petcare and
comprises 25 handbooks for the students and two brochures for the teachers. The
pack is based on both the dog and cat and includes information about the diver-
sity of the living world, the value of the process of domestication, behavioural 
issues in domestic pets and communication and management aspects of pet-
ownership.

The project, which has been developed from an Applied Zooanthropology 
perspective, has been based on two specific targets:

1) To encourage and improve the child-animal bond, with a particular reference
to pet-ownership and relationships with dogs and cats 

2) To use the relationships with animals to give children some educational and 
didactic opportunities for growth 

The projects are composed of about 6 lessons, which are delivered by a veterinary
surgeon who is responsible for didactic zooanthropology in the school. Occa-
sionally the lessons are delivered in a dedicated centre rather than a school envi-
ronment. Each lesson is composed of the following phases:

a) formal lesson 
b) practical activities;
c) amusing and conversational activities.

The ANMVI-SISCA project is composed of 5 lessons, based on lectures that relate
to the practical exercise that is scheduled for the last day of project. Generally the
practical exercises relating to the children’s interactions with animals take place in
the school courtyard, which has been specifically prepared beforehand. These ac-
tivities can be classed into various aspects of interaction with the animal, such as:
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1) observational activities 
2) interactive guided activities 
3) activities concerning pet management

The various activities within the project are guided by a common underlying
theme, but each activity focuses on a particular educational and didactic target.
The most requested targets included:

a) to promote self-esteem 
b) to improve the processes of social and didactic integration 
c) to decrease aggressive and competitive elements of behaviour
d) to improve the skills of accuracy and dedication as well as those of

methodological organisation in the education process 
e) to enrich the students’ imagination
f ) to foster the processes of decentralisation and enhance the understanding 

of empathetic social interactions

In order to assess the success of the various activities in achieving the proposed
targets a series of behavioural and didactic variables have been selected. The
methods used for the monitoring process varied between institutions and 
included cameras, evaluation of papers and a behavioural table compiled by an
evaluator. In order to accurately assess the success of the project the collected 
material still requires cross-evaluation for the different variables and therefore
this presentation represents a provisional insight into the project rather than a
completed study.
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“Toutes les grandes personnes ont été d’abord des enfants”
Le petit prince, A. De Saint Exupéry.

Introduction

In human developmental psychology, complete life cycles are described including
the period of growth to adolescence, the following period of stagnation till the age
of 60 and the involution period. From those studies, theories and classifications it
seems that the period of childhood is the most important period in development
(Verhofstadt, Van Geert, Vyt, 1995).

Tinbergen proposed 4 questions that should be asked of any animal behaviour,
which included ‘how does the behaviour change with age?’ and ‘what early 
experiences are necessary for the behaviour to be shown?’ (Word IQ Website).

Research into behavioural development in dogs and cats began in the 1950’s
with work by such researchers as Scott, Marston and Fuller, and since then a num-
ber of researchers have continued to work on this subject (Pluijmakers, Appleby,
Bradshaw, 2003). As in human development all of the researchers describe an 
important identifiable sensitive period in the development of dogs and cats.

Influences on behavioural development 

Some researchers conclude that environmental factors determine the develop-
ment process, while others emphasise the influence of hereditary factors; but the
most common conclusion is that the development is a complex interaction 
between a nature and a nurture pool. (Tachuki, Houpt 2003).All behaviour has an
element of plasticity in its development. The differences in extent of plasticity are
a consequence of the variability of environmental factors with which the genetic
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programmes interact (Broom 1981). There are 4 major roles for environmental
factors in the development of behaviour: maintenance of the developing system
in a sufficient state for adequate function, facilitation of the development, in-
ducement of the development in a certain direction and inhibition of a develop-
mental process (Broom 1981).

Emotion

Emotion describes a state; examples of emotions are fear, anger, joy and sorrow.
Emotional state is related to mood and is sometimes even identified with it. Emo-
tions are generally considered more transient than moods. (Word IQ Website).
Emotion is to be considered as a broader concept than motivation. Motivation
can be described as an impulse that translates into behaviour, which is aimed to
satisfy certain needs such as hunger or thirst. Motivations arise from an internal
need while emotions are provoked by external events (Vingerhoets, Lannoo
1998).

Pageat (1995) defines emotion as behavioural and neurovegetative reactions
that are the consequence of exposure to stimuli.

Emotion has an important physiological aspect. Emotional behaviour can be
measured by physiological reactions: heartbeat, pupil dilatation and skin reac-
tions. Metabolic and hormonal changes are also used as parameters of emotions.
(Vingerhoets, Lannoo 1998)

Emotion is also accompanied by visible behavioural changes; this is the social
aspect of emotion. Furthermore there are the cognitive processes of emotion,
where subjective awareness plays an important role (Vingerhoets, Lannoo 1998).

Overall (1997) mentions that there have been many debates as to whether 
animals know that they act in a bizarre or abnormal way when they are confronted
by a stimulus that induces an emotional response. She highlights the fact that we
cannot ask them what they are feeling and yet it seems likely that dogs and cats do
experience emotionality or subjective awareness of an emotional response.

Response

Organisms receive stimuli that provide information from the external environ-
ment. In a response there is the output component of the behaviour, which results
from the receiving of a stimulus and the integration of it. (Nelissen 1996)

Emotional response is a bodily response due to the emotional effect of some
forgoing stimulus or agent. It is a normal reaction to a trauma or a stressful life
event. It may appear immediately and may continue for a period of time after that
event. (University of New Hampshire, Website of the Counseling Center).

Stimuli have to be perceived before there is a reaction to them. People and 
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animals are overwhelmed by the information from the surrounding world and a
selection must be made from all those stimuli, because there is a fundamental 
restriction to the information processing system. Before one can observe and 
receive the stimulus, there is a need for an arousal or an orientation reaction
(Vingerhoets, Lannoo 1998). This orientation reaction suggests that there is a
kind of internal image of the outer world and that this outer world is compared
constantly with that internal image (Vingerhoets, Lannoo 1998).

The strength and the type of responses that animals display are variable. For 
example a stimulus that provokes fear can lead to different types of response:
fight, flight, freeze, flirt or appease (Bowen, Heath 2001). The choice of the 
response varies significantly with the species and breed, but also depends upon
the situation. (Bowen, Heath 2001). In addition it will be influenced by the 
individual and by its previous experiences and learning. In a litter of pups or 
kittens we can observe different types of responses to the same stimulus
(Tacheuchi, Houpt 2003). It is very difficult to explain why this happens, as there
are a lot of elements involved.

The fact that a kitten or puppy reacts in a certain way determines its individu-
ality and the conclusion can be made that each kitten or puppy is unique.

The salience of the response depends on a number of factors. Anxious animals
will already react to weak stimuli (Bowen, Heath 2001). The strength of the 
reaction to a stimulus is not always in proportion to the stimulus (Pageat 1995)
and a disproportionate reaction is one of the features of hypersensitive animals.

Development

During embryogenesis neural connections are developed. The genetic pro-
gramme starts the formation of the neurites. The interaction with the environ-
ment works on the connections between the neurones (Pageat 1995).

After birth the synaptogenesis continues. At that moment external stimuli are
extremely important. A synapse fully develops only when it is stimulated exter-
nally. Only connections that have been stimulated will survive. This mechanism is
referred to as the selective stabilisation theory (Pageat 1995).

Stimulation is therefore necessary for normal neuronal development. When
there is hypostimulation of the sensorial system the nervous system will be less
discriminative and the animal’s reactions will not modify appropriately in 
proportion to the intensity of the stimulus. It seems that development in a hyper-
stimulant environment will have the same effect (Pageat 1995).A normostimulant
environment will produce a modulation of the response and the dog or cat will
develop the capacity to adapt to an average level of stimulation for every sensorial
channel (Pageat 1995). This is sensorial homeostasis; the stimulus will not evoke
an abnormal emotional response or level of arousal.
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Pluijmakers, Appleby and Bradshaw (2003) define homeostasis as a neuro-
physiological stability. When the conditions were not optimal to develop that
homeostasis, the dog or cat will react to every alteration in their environment, and
fail to adapt (Pageat 1995).

The capacity to remain in emotional homeostasis develops throughout the
sensitive period and homeostatic control is achieved through exposure to a wide
variety of stimuli (social stimuli, noises, and experiences) during this important
developmental period. This results in the creation of an internal image of the 
environment.

Pluijmakers, Appleby and Bradshaw (2003) state that before an animal is in the
position to identify a stimulus or event as being novel, it must have formed a 
cognitive representation of the world in which it lives.They describe a mechanism
that enables comparison between stored representations of stimuli to which the
animal has been exposed and incoming stimuli which in turn facilitates the 
detection of novelty.

During the period of development, a number of other factors influence the
emotional response. They can be listed as: maternal care, attachment to the
mother, contact and interactions with littermates and localisation of the litter
(Pluijmakers, Appleby, Bradshaw 2003). The attachment to the mother and the 
localisation of the litter offers puppies and kittens a safe physical area, together
with a safe emotional environment and a source of appeasement. From there they
can explore the world and experience the necessary stimuli. The contact with 
littermates teaches them the social aspects of emotions. By communicating with
each other they learn to recognise appropriate communication signals and their
accompanying emotions.

Research in rodents shows that cognition problems that are caused by
insufficient maternal care can be partially reversed by environmental enrichment.
(Bredy et al). A similar process appears to be possible for dogs and is described by
Fox (1971) and also by Scott and Fuller (1974).

The experience of some stress, challenge and difficulty appears to be necessary
during the period of development in order to prime the emotional responses and
enable individuals to develop appropriate coping strategies which enable them to
cope with more difficult situations later on in life (Fox 1971) (Cyrulnik 1999).
Cyrulnik (1999) describes the concept of ‘resilience’ and cites the example of
children who have been raised in very difficult circumstances but go on to develop
a power that enables them to escape from their situation and become solid adults.

Conclusions

The period from before birth until 12 weeks of age is a very important one; it forms
the basis for later life. Every puppy or kitten is unique and will not necessarily
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react to situations in the same way as his littermates, even if they have been
influenced by common genetic and environmental factors.

In the literature the concept of emotion in companion animals is often related
to fear and little is written about other emotional states such as joy, sorrow and
anger. Indeed there is still some debate as to whether these states can be identified
in dogs and cats and if so what the developmental basis for these emotions is.

One of the most important conclusions is that careful attention must be paid to
the sensitive period of behavioural development and every effort must be made to
maximize the developmental potential of puppies and kittens at this time. There-
fore it is essential not only to reduce negative genetic influences but also to 
maximise positive environmental influences during the first 3 months of life since
by doing so it is possible to prevent the development of various behavioural
pathologies.
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Understanding the mechanisms and consequences of fear and stress responses is
an essential part of diagnosing and treating behavioural disorders in domestic
pets, because it is these responses that underlie the majority of these problem 
behaviours. However, although we tend to discuss fear and stress as negative
influences and causes of problems in our pets within a clinical context, they are
actually highly adaptive responses that are essential for survival.

Fear is an emotion that induces an adaptive response enabling an animal to
avoid situations and activities that could be dangerous. The emotional response
(which may or may not involve a conscious component) is initiated when an 
animal perceives a stimulus that is interpreted as potentially harmful, and results
in the initiation of the stress response and appropriate motor activity. Although
the terms fear and anxiety tend to be used interchangeably, fear is actually the 
direct emotional response to a potentially harmful stimulus, and ‘anxiety’ is the
emotional response to a stimulus that predicts a harmful or dangerous stimulus.
The stress response is an adaptive mechanism that enables an animal to react
rapidly to an event that changes its homeostatic status. In everyday use, the term
‘stress’ is used to refer both to the physiological stress response and, particularly
within the human context, to an event or situation that causes a chronic negative
impact on behaviour, health and welfare. Strictly the term ‘stress response’ should
be used to describe the physiological response that occurs to a range of emotional
and motivational changes, and the term ‘stressor’ used to denote an event or 
situation that has either an acute or chronic impact on an individual and that 
precipitates the stress response.

The internal ‘emotional’response is an essential element in the initiation of any
behavioural response to a stimulus. As humans we tend to think of emotions in
terms of our conscious awareness of the subjective state that we are feeling, and
name the various emotions in accordance with the context in which they occur.
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We cannot know, however, if animals are equally aware of their emotions,
although we instinctively feel that they are. Conscious awareness is not necessary,
though, for emotional changes to impact on behaviour and learning. Emotional
states act as discriminative stimuli in learning – i.e. it is the emotional response 
associated with an external stimulus that determines whether that particular
stimulus is associated with a positive or negative outcome, and hence directs the
appropriate behavioural response, and the degree of response that determines the
salience of the stimulus.Negative emotional responses (i.e. fear or frustration) are
conditioned to previously unimportant stimuli through classical conditioning,
and to an animal’s own actions through operant conditioning. Hence, a fear 
response is a highly adaptive mechanism for ensuring that an animal learns that
certain stimuli predict something unpleasant and that some actions have a detri-
mental outcome. In consequence of this learning, the stimuli are avoided and the
actions are not repeated.

The behavioural response of an individual animal to a fear provoking stimulus
will depend on:

� The biological importance of the particular stimulus to that species
� The genetically determined motor patterns present in its species, breed or line 

(‘species specific behaviours’)
� The animal’s experience of the stimulus during developmental stages
� The animal’s previous learning about the success or otherwise of its own 

behavioural strategies in similar situations.
� Individual differences in reactivity

The stress response system is best adapted for enabling animals to deal with acute
stressors that they are able to deal with by using an immediate behavioural 
response. Stress responses to external stimuli only become problematic when an
individual animal is unable to control the situation or to escape from the stressor
through an appropriate behavioural response. In these instances, where the 
physiological stress response becomes chronic, there are prolonged negative 
effects on both the emotional and physiological health of the individual. Because
the stressor persists, the negative emotional response also persists. The output
from this system continues to create a neuroendocrine response in the expecta-
tion of activity. The major pathological consequences of stress occur in such 
situations where individuals are unable to employ a behavioural mechanism to
reduce their physiological stress response.1 The potential physiological effects of
prolonged stress include increased blood pressure, diabetes, infertility, growth 
inhibition, loss of libido, decreased attention span and ability to concentrate on
tasks, long term changes in memory, inhibition of inflammatory responses, and
changes in immune function.

The stress response of an individual animal to a stimulus will depend on:
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� The level of emotional response (fear or anxiety)
� Individual differences, through genetic and experiential variability
� Developmental effects, through the ‘priming’ of the HPA axis pre and post 

natally, and the matching of the animal’s environment in developmental
stages with that experienced in adult life.

Fear responses and stress responses, then, are essentially normal adaptive 
responses in an animal to enable it to deal with variety and change in its environ-
ment, and the kind of stimulus that precipitates these responses depends on:

� Genetic factors determining species, breed and ‘individuality’
� Experiences during development
� The success or otherwise of previous responses to the stressor.

The majority of fear or anxiety related ‘behaviour problems’ that are encountered
in dogs and cats actually fall into the category of ‘normal adaptive’ responses.
Hence, they are not abnormal or pathological; it is just that they are inconsistent
with the animal’s environment. For example, it is normal for dogs and cats to
show significant fear responses to stimuli that they have not encountered 
previously (e.g. were not socialized to). It is normal for both species to display 
aggressive behaviour when faced with an individual perceived as threatening and
from which they cannot escape. It is normal for them to learn to select aggression
progressively earlier in such encounters. Changing the responses of animals that
are responding in this way involves changing their perception of the stimulus,
such that it is no longer associated with a negative emotional response, and also
changing the consequence of the behavioural response, such that the inappropri-
ate response is no longer ‘successful’ for the animal but an alternative incompati-
ble response is successful.

A smaller proportion of fear or anxiety related clinical cases can be described as
‘abnormal’because the behaviour pattern is not an adaptive one for the species. In
these cases the neuroanatomical and physiological changes in brain have reached
a point where the fear response is initiated ‘automatically’ whenever the particu-
lar stimulus, or predictive stimuli, are encountered. The fear response in these an-
imals has also often generalized to other similar stimuli. The commonest example
of this would be extreme fear responses, or ‘phobias’, such as in extreme noise 
phobias in dogs. In these cases it is more difficult to re-establish ‘normal’ patterns
of response to stimuli, and hence they more frequently require pharmacological
intervention in conjunction with behaviour therapy.

Stress responses can also become a problem in companion animal medicine 
either where the learned behavioural response to an acute stressor is inappropri-
ate within a human environment (such as avoidance or aggression) or where 
individuals are unable to perform a behavioural response to resolve their 
situation and the stress response becomes chronic. Where the stress is chronic or
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unpredictable in nature, animals will often display inappropriate or excessive
behavioural responses in order to reduce the level, and hence the deleterious 

effect, of a prolonged physiological stress response2.
Hence, uncontrollable stress can have a number of consequences for the 

individual animal:

� The development of alternative behaviours that direct the animal’s energy
into another activity, termed ‘displacement activities’, such as licking or
grooming.3

� The development of repetitive, stereotypical or compulsive behaviours.3

� The continuation of the physiological stress response, which can have 
deleterious or pathological effects on the animal, such as in the development
of idiopathic feline lower urinary tract disease.4

It is essential to understand the normal processes that underlie fear and stress 
responses in domestic pets in order to understand why particular behaviours 
develop in certain circumstances, and the most effective methods by which such
behaviours can be changed. It should also be recognised that the developmental
period in dogs and cats plays an important part in the regulation of fear and stress
responses, and hence is a vital period in the prevention of behavioural disorders.
One of the most important parts that a veterinary surgeon in general practice can
play in behavioural medicine is to educate owners and breeders about how to 
ensure that dogs and cats have adequate opportunities to learn positive associa-
tions in their developmental stages, and right through their lives, so that the 
development of negative associations is inhibited.
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Introduction

Sometimes the concepts of emotion, feeling and emotional disorders are difficult
to introduce into a veterinary context and yet everyday we come across examples
of situations in which their existence and the options for their treatment impact
in a very real way on veterinary practice.

An owner may visit the clinic due to their dog’s inappropriate elimination
when left alone in the house: semiology will define this undesired behaviour as
territorial marking and you may discuss it with the owner in terms of it being a
symptom of a hierarchical ambiguity. Another owner brings in a dog that is 
affected by sensorial deprivation and is particularly phobic towards waste bins on
the street; even before leaving the building this dog will begin to display signs of
tachypnoea, trembling, and ptyalism and when he eventually goes outside he
heads straight for the opposite side of the road from where the bin is located thus
displaying classic avoidance behaviour. Even my own dog Arturo started whirling
his tail, barking and whining, when he recognised the sound of my motorbike
when I pulled up outside my house!

Emotion and feeling 

The ancient concept of emotion affirmed that ‘emotion and reason mix no more
than oil and water do’ and, in combination with an absolute lack of evidence of a
relationship between emotion and cognition, this viewpoint emphasised the 
potential damage that the former could do to the later.

As a result of work by Damasio this concept was reversed and he stated that, ‘in
evolution and in every single individual, the strategies of human reason did not
develop without the guiding force of biological regulation mechanisms, of which
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emotions and feelings are remarkable expressions’. Modern neurophysiology 
explained that neuronal networks intertwine and thereby allowed the concept to
develop that emotions do affect the cognitive aspect of an individual ‘for better
and for worse’. Joy is an emotion that aids reasoning, while anger or fear are 
emotions that are traditionally regarded as negative influences that are imposed
by nature and are undesired companions of rational thinking.

Just what is an emotion? 

Back in 1690 we find the following definition of emotion in the Dictionnaire di De
Furetière: “Emotion: exceptional movement that agitates the body and the spirit,
and disturbs temperament and equilibrium. Fever begins and ends with a slight
disturbance of the pulse. When a violent exertion is made, emotion is felt
throughout the body. A lover feels emotion at the sight of the loved one, a coward
at the sight of the enemy”.

In the antiquity of the definition we find, on the contrary, some modern 
characteristics:

� emotion is movement (from the Greek: move from): this fosters the concept 
of sudden change from a state of initial immobility;

� there is a physiological component to emotions: they are experienced in the
whole body;

� a cognitive component of the emotions also exists: they upset or reinforce 
reason;

� emotion is reaction to an event;
� a behavioural component of emotions is identified: it prepares us and

prompts us to take action (fight or flight, freeze or appease) as underlined by
Christine Halsberghe in her presentation).

Damasio expands on these characteristics of emotion by transforming them into
a current neurophysiological language:

1. the brain and the rest of the body constitute an inseparable integrated 
organism, due to the action of interacting neuronal and biochemical 
regulatory circuits, which include the endocrine, immune and autonomous
nervous components;

2. the organism interacts with the environment as a union between brain and
body;

3. the physiological processes we call mind, derive from structural and 
functional components and not just from the brain;

4. emotions are a configuration of complicated neuronal and chemical 
reactions, each one with a function, and with a defined target: they can be 
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advantageous for the organism producing them (as well as being outwardly 
visible);

In spite of the fact that expressions of emotions acquire a different meaning due
to learning and social structure, emotions are biologically determined processes,
predisposed in an innate manner, through a long evolutionary history;

1. emotions are produced by systems that occupy a limited set of sub-cortical 
regions, from the encephalic trunk going upwards;

2. these systems can be triggered independently, without passing through the
cognitive pathways; furthermore emotions have stereotyped and automatic
characteristics;

3. all emotions, aside from using the body as a theatre (internal milieu, visceral
system and skeletal muscle), they also influence the manner of functioning of
numerous cerebral circuits: the emotional replies are responsible for the
changes that make up the substratum of the neural configurations that we
define as the ‘feeling of emotions’.

Damasio concludes: emotions are not a luxury but a kit for survival and well-being.

What are the differences between emotion and feeling?

In a ‘virtual tree’ of the homeostatic mechanism of every organism, Damasio
places as roots the basic regulations of life (where we find impulses and motiva-
tions: appetites), followed by a trunk where we find emotions, followed in turn by
feelings and all dominated by a foliage which corresponds to the awareness of hav-
ing feelings.

While emotions are visible on the outside, therefore public and capable of
being catalogued by the observer, the feelings of an emotion are hidden and 
private, since they are neuronal images of a stimulus or of its emotional state. In
humans there is the added dimension of ‘the awareness of having feelings’.

Returning to the examples, which were given at the beginning of this paper, we
can say that the animals we are dealing with express emotions (the direct and in-
direct organic manifestations are presented in P. Pageat’s psychopathological
model): but we are left with another question. Do they have feelings? My own
opinion is that they do have feelings, though they are closely linked to the here and
now, i.e. mindsets that induce emotions; however the neo-cortex, which is present
in man due to the evolution of the species, is less significant in pets and this struc-
tural difference is likely to obstruct the awareness of self.

The dog who marks territory with urine is often described as being ill at ease.
Yet his pack mentality explains the feeling of frustration and anger linked to his
inability to manage the rest of the social group, which, having granted him some
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social privileges, has elevated him to the role of leader. In the phobic dog, on the
other hand, emotional anticipation is linked to the neuronal image of the rubbish
bin and to the consequent feeling of fear-panic which manifests itself through the
emotional symptomatic system leading to outward displays of tachypnoea,
trembling, and ptyalism.

My dog Arturo associated the sound of my motorbike with the positive neur-
onal image of his owner, who in turn is responsible for his feeling of happiness.

The concept of emotion (and feeling) leads me to make the statement that any
behaviour pathology is attributable to an emotional disorder.

Treatment of emotional disorders 

The cerebral regions responsible for the generation and control of emotions find
expression through the production of neurotransmitters and neuropeptides; they
activate the cortical regions associated with cognitive aspects on the one hand,
while on the other they stimulate the hypothalamus, which induces the produc-
tion of the hormones that direct the body towards adaptive responses.

The first conclusion that can be drawn is that the therapy of emotional dis-
orders must be based on three inseparable principles: pharmacological,
pheromonal and non-biological. The latter term refers to intervention using 
various behaviour modification techniques, on a cognitive, emotional and 
communication-relationship level. The decision not to use pharmacological,
pheromonal and non biological therapies for emotional disorders is ethically 
unacceptable, and is also a conceptual error on the part of the veterinary behav-
iourist.After all they have a duty to use all tools available to them in order to bring
the organism back to an adaptive behavioural plasticity, or at least accelerate the
phases of improvement.

Non biological therapy can be compared to the improvisation of a jazz 
musician: the beauty of a piece is linked to the nuances, to details, but this is only
possible thanks to a thorough knowledge of the basics of music and to constant
improvement of the use of the musical instrument. The success of therapy is also
linked to details and nuances that characterise the uniqueness of the case being
examined. The therapist however must base their work on the study of neuronal
mechanisms, and psychopharmacology (including clinical medicine) and then,
through relying on the application of punctual semiology they can achieve a 
diagnosis, which, although not necessarily nosographic, is certainly functional.
The diagnosis, which defines the pathological state and neurotransmitter systems
involved, allows selection of the most appropriate psychotrope and/or
pheromone. Another aspect of a diagnosis is the contextual one; this takes into
consideration the functions and limitations of the domestic system in which the
animal lives.The role of the different aspects of the therapeutic intervention is not
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to be underestimated: firstly there are the emotions and feelings of the therapist
(likes, dislikes, anger, fear which must be controlled and transformed into 
empathy), as well as their cultural, social and professional background; secondly
the owners, with their mindsets, their convictions and beliefs, their emotions and
feelings (fear, anger, disappointment, frustration) that influence their self-
therapeutic and system capabilities (problem-solving); and finally the patient with
his pathological state and his often inadequate individual homeostatic develop-
ment, which increase the emotional disorder.

The awareness of the influence of each single component of the therapist-
owner-dog triad allows us to give a prognosis for each individual case, and 
establish the therapy from it, endorsed by a therapeutic contract that underlines
objectives, execution times, intervention strategies and expectations. I stress that
this means that each therapy is unique, like in the jazz player’s jam session, but it
only happens thanks to the soundness and thoroughness of the previous steps of
the behavioural consultation.

In my therapeutic toolbox I have a number of different techniques which 
I regularly use:

1. Reframing (defined as cognitive restructuring in CCT): the first therapeutic
step in transforming the mindsets of the owners, which we deem to be wrong
or negative 

2. Guided social regression (the cognitive process that, for example, will cure the
dog of urinary marking) 

3. Communication and proxemics (the study of spatial distances between 
individuals in different cultures and situations)

4. Mood and play (since it is an educational means) – the similarity with 
cognitive-behavioural therapies in children is amazing, where, abandoning
the assertive role, the therapist compares himself to a coach:“I am here to
teach you new game patterns, prepare you athletically, create a group, but it is
you players who will enter the field to win the game!”

In my therapeutic interventions, strictly behavioural techniques are not consid-
ered obsolete. On the contrary concepts of reinforcement (particularly the 
positive one), extinction (through negative punishment such as indifference) and
techniques such as desensitising and counter-conditioning fit perfectly in the 
restructuring of the cognitive processes of the owner and the animal, in the trans-
formation of their feelings and in reducing the symptoms linked to emotional
disorders.
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It is fashionable to consider anxiety, fear and phobia as functionally different from
each other with clearly defined parameters based on principles of cognition, clas-
sical and operant conditioning. Rather than being the effect of diverse mecha-
nisms both negative and positive emotional states are the result of variability in a
single system.Anxiety, fears and phobias are therefore products of this system and
reflect the capacity to cope and maintain emotional homeostasis. The function of
emotions is to increase the chances of survival. To achieve this it is critical that the
individual has the ability to rapidly identify emotionally relevant information in
its environment and learns to display appropriate behavioural responses (Darwin
1872; Phillips et al 2003). This results in behavioural organisation that allows it to
maintain emotional homeostasis (Pluijmakers, Appleby and Bradshaw 2003).
Emotional homeostasis is defined as neurophysiological stability in the auto-
nomic nervous system in a changing environment, providing the organism with
an independent capacity to cope and adapt (Vincent 1986).

During pre-natal and early postnatal development there is an vast overproduc-
tion of neurones and neural connections which contain little or no information
because sensory inputs have not been established. As sensory systems become
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functional, from 3 weeks onward, some of these neurones and connections will be
lost because they have not been repeatedly activated by the perception of external
events (Grossman et al 2002). The result is that during this sensitive period of
neurological and behavioural organisation the number of neurones and synapses
per neuron decreases but their level of organisation and the information stored
within them increases. Thus, between 3 and 5 weeks of age mental representations
of stimuli are formed which, in the right conditions, become associated with
parasympathetic activity, to become part of a maintenance set. The process is
rapid and easily influenced during the sensitive period (Pluijmakers, Appleby,
Bradshaw 2003) and because higher levels of neural organisation build upon
more primitive ones (Fox 1971) disturbance at an early stage will have negative
consequences for subsequent development (Fox 1971).

Between the perception of a stimulus and the behavioural response displayed a
process takes place during which (i) the emotional significance of the stimulus is
identified; (ii) a specific affective state is produced in reaction to the stimulus in-
cluding autonomic and neuroendocrine responses and (iii) the affective state and
resultant behaviour is regulated, which may involve a modulation of processes 1
and 2 so that the affective state and behaviour produced are contextually appro-
priate (Phillips et al 2003; Spruijt et al 2001). Each system receives similar infor-
mation but has its own processing style and filters, combines, associates and
otherwise alters information according to a different set of principles (Bond 2004;
White and McDonald 2001). The systems interact with each other through simul-
taneous parallel effect on behavioural output and by directly influencing each
other. This interaction can be cooperative and lead to similar behaviours or com-
petitive and lead to different behaviours (White and McDonald 2001; Gray 1971;
Panksepp 1998).

Learning

Parts of the system are changed as a result of learning, modifying the processing
of comparable information on future occasions (White and McDonald 2001;
Panksepp 1998). The speed and accuracy with which a system forms a coherent
representation of a situation depends on correspondence between the specialised
parts of the systems e.g. the identification of harmful stimuli by the amygdala and
unpredicted situations by the hippocampus (Spruijt et al 2001). The relationship
between the elements involved in any situation and the extent to which learning
has taken place determines the degree of control exerted by each system on future
behaviour (White and McDonald 2001; Panksepp 1998; Gray 1971).

The extent to which a stimulus is associated with an affective state appears to be
dependent upon levels of activity within and the reciprocal relationship between
at least 2 neural systems: a ventral neural system (including the amygdala and pre-
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frontal cortex), important for the rapid appraisal of stimuli that elicit emotions,
production of affective states and autonomic response regulation (process i and
ii), and a dorsal system (including the hippocampus and prefrontal cortex) 
important for effortful, more experience-determined rather than prepared and
automatic regulation of affective states and subsequent behaviour (Phillips et al
2003).

The hippocampal system acquires representations of the relationship between
cues and contexts. Associations of internal affective state triggered by one 
stimulus are influenced by associations with others that are present (White and 
McDonald 2001). Learning in the amygdala system involves classical conditioning
to single cues or stimulus arrays that are treated as single cues (Panksepp 1998).

How experiences during the sensitive period of

behavioural organisation can prevent the development

of anxieties, fears and phobias

Until recently the role of the hippocampus as a comparator of stimuli, contexts,
learnt emotional associations and its modulating effect on the system has been
overlooked. Its capacity to achieve this and benefit the welfare of the animal can
be enhanced by ensuring sufficient opportunity for the formation of associations
between stimuli and positive emotional states (maintenance stimuli) during the
sensitive period of behavioural organisation, particularly the 3–5 week period
(Pluijmakers, Appleby, Bradshaw 2003). Disruption of emotional homeostasis
can be caused by unconditioned (prepared) stimuli, conditioned stimuli, novel
stimuli and absence of regularly encountered non-threatening environmental
stimuli from the maintenance set. A broad maintenance set enables the animal to
have better control over its emotional homeostasis through the inhibition of neg-
ative emotions and the engagement of effective coping strategies, both of which
limit the potential for the conditioning of fear (Appleby and Pluijmakers 2003).
Additionally the amount of stimuli able to disrupt emotional homeostasis due to
unfamiliarity is decreased.
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Introduction

Dogs used for fighting often live in awful conditions. These dogs have to undergo
intense training in order to become real ‘killing machines’. Aggressive behaviour
increases in these individuals as a result of exposure to specific stimuli and the 
encouragement of conditioning (for example operant conditioning). These dogs
suffer from a lack of social skills and in addition they often show evidence of
obsessive behaviours.

A young male Pit bull, which had been trained and used for fighting, was 
rejected from the system following some unsuccessful fights and left for dead in
the countryside during wintertime. The dog was later found by a family who 
decided to adopt it and rear it as a companion animal. At the first behavioural 
examination the dog was diagnosed as suffering from generalized anxiety and
several kinds of aggression, some with a genetic basis and others an acquired basis.
These included aggression toward dogs, fear related aggression, redirected 
aggression toward people and objects, pain induced aggression and predatory 
behaviour. As a result of the limited early life experiences the dog also showed
symptoms of sensory deprivation syndrome.

Materials and methods

A young male Pit bull (estimated to be 2 years old from dental records) was found
abandoned in the countryside and adopted by a family. At the beginning 
behavioural problems were largely ignored because the dog suffered from serious
medical conditions including dehydration, malnutrition, rotten wounds, scabies
and Ehrlichiosis. From the first examination the dog accepted medication and
treatment by the owners and by the staff of the clinic without resistance, but his
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anxiety and fear was exhibited through his crouched body posture, escape behav-
iours (including avoidance of eye contact) and lack of exploration. However,
direct aggression and aggression redirected onto the owner was only evoked by
the sight of other animals. When taken outside on walks the dog urinated from a 
female squatting posture, did not engage in urine marking and startled when he
encountered a plastic box.

During the first month the dog remained at the veterinary clinic and the 
owners visited every day to try to play with the dog and pet it. One month later the
dog left the clinic and moved to the owners’ house. In this context he destroyed
pillows when he was left alone but showed no problems of inappropriate barking
or inappropriate elimination. He was happy meeting new people and did not
show any signs of aggressive behaviour toward people. However, the dog showed
no interest in toys and balls and appeared to have no skills in the context of play.

Introducing behavioural modification was difficult because the dog was not
motivated by food. Vocal interaction and physical contact were therefore used as
positive reinforcement. Unruly behaviours at first were distracted and then 
ignored or punished with a slap.

The third month after adoption the dog was diagnosed as suffering from 
orchitis and orchiectomy was therefore carried out for medical reasons. The fifth
month after adoption the dog was introduced to a Gentle Leader. Due to the fact
that the dog was still receiving antibiotic medication, and the owners were reluc-
tant to use any other medication, it was decided not to use any psychotropic agent.
The owners were experienced dog owners and had a good idea of basic training.
They also had a good understanding of behavioural modification techniques and
a lot of patience to apply them.

On a regular basis over the following months the dog was fitted with the 
Gentle leader and brought to the clinic or taken into the city or into the country-
side. Every time it met other dogs the reaction was terrible and the dog began to
mark with its paws and urine.

The first positive result was observed during the seventh month and occurred
in reaction to the neighbour’s dog, which was visible through a net partition.
From very early on it was noticed that the Pit Bull reacted particularly badly to the
sight of dogs with dark coats and this was thought to be linked to the fact that,
with the exception of the Dogo Argentino, most breeds used for fighting have
dark coats. The neighbour’s dog had a white coat and little by little it became 
possible to leave the dogs sniffing at each other through the net partition. Within
a few days the Pit bull learned to go to the net when it arrived at home in order to
greet the other dog.

From the ninth month the Pit bull was taken outside for long walks, using the
Gentle Leader. He was accompanied by a mature male German Shepherd Dog,
which also belonged to the owners but resided in a different house.After an initial
few days of ‘jealousy’ the Pit bull calmed down and it was possible to reduce the
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distance between the two dogs.After 3 months it was possible to use a single leash.
Little by little aggressive behaviour toward strange dogs also decreased.

By the thirteenth month after adoption: the Pit bull and the German Shepherd
were free together in the garden and no aggressive behaviour or anxiety was
demonstrated.

The two dogs have lived together since the fifteenth month of this study and
they even eat in the same room. When the Pit bull goes out with the German 
Shepherd it is less reactive towards canine strangers and when in the home it 
accepts the presence of the owner’s cat. However cats outside are still regarded as
hostile and induce a certain level of aggression. The Pit bull still does not know
how to play with other dogs, but he actively seeks out his German Shepherd 
companion and will even choose to sleep near to him.

Conclusions

In one year of behavioural modification the Pit bull made a complete recovery in
respect of his anxiety and emotional disorders.The dog now lives peacefully in the
same flat as the German Shepherd and three cats, and aggressive behaviour 
toward unfamiliar dogs has also decreased.
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Introduction

There is some evidence that cerebral ageing changes in cats might adversely affect
thought processing and consequently the animal’s interactions and functioning
in its environment (spatial, temporal and social environments), as previously
proposed for dogs (Cummings et al., 1996; Milgram, 1994). Improvements in 
veterinary medical care (Dairin, 1996) and the strong relationship between cats
and their owners are both factors that are responsible for a large increase in the
population of ageing cats, and in some cases the behavioural changes due 
to cognitive impairment may become severe enough to disrupt the animal’s 
function as an appropriate pet (Houpt and Beaver, 1981).

Accordingly, a substantial number of senior cats are at risk of developing age-
related behaviour disorders (Mosier, 1989; Landsberg and Ruehl, 1997; Pageat,
1997), including Cognitive Dysfunction Syndrome (CDS)(Landsberg, 2003).

The goal of this study was to evaluate the diagnosis and the treatment of CDS
by means of a survey in the Hospital of the University of Torino.

Materials and methods

General veterinary practitioners referred the cats to the University Hospital due
to the presence of behavioural changes in individuals which had been previously
behaviourally unaffected. The cats recruited for the survey had not experienced
any traumatic event in the past six months, such as the introduction of a new cat,
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moving house, clients divorcing, reintroduction after hospitalization etc., and
had not suffered from any primary organ failure.

The study group was composed of 25 cats (males and females, age > 10 years,
several breeds, indoor and/or outdoor cats). For each case a complete physical 
and neurological assessment was performed; an exhaustive work-up was only
carried out when suggested by the clinical signs, since economic restrictions and
poor owner compliance prevented such work being done on a routine basis. A 
thorough behavioural history was collected; specifically the information focused
on the signs of feline CDS reported in literature.

Depending on diagnosis a therapeutic plan was implemented.Follow-ups were
performed through appointments and/or telephone conversations.

Results and Discussion

The cats showed signs consistent with CDS (Landsberg, 2003): spatial disorienta-
tion and confusion,altered learning and memory,altered activity level and altered
social relationships, altered sleep-wake cycles, increased restlessness, altered 
appetite, altered self-hygiene, altered perception and/or responsiveness to 
stimuli.

The therapeutic plan included behavioural modification techniques based on
learning theories, psycho-socio-environmental modifications, psychotropic
drugs.

It should be pointed out that, although there are some drugs that are currently
used in practice for the treatment of CDS in cats none of them are presently 
licensed for that use.

The animal improvement and the owner’s degree of satisfaction with the 
treatment were noticeably age-related.

Conclusions

In the literature feline geriatric disorders have been poorly investigated. In a study
by Landsberg and Ruehl (1997) inappropriate elimination was the most com-
monly referred behavioural problem of cats of all ages, while aggression toward
people and other cats, fear/anxiety, excessive or inappropriate vocalization/night
time restlessness and anorexia were cited as not being unusual in feline geriatrics.
Pageat (1996) reported involutive depression and dysthymia of elderly cats as two
specific species related diagnoses.

There is some evidence that cats can show behavioural changes, which are 
attributable to senility in the absence of medical conditions, and these changes are
referred to as a diagnosis of CDS (Landsberg, 2003). Further research should
focus on the neurophysiology and neuropathology of CDS, including compara-
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tive studies in other species (dogs). Finally the clinical findings and the post-
mortem lesions of senior cats might be a model for human ageing.
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In 2002, the dangerous dogs act in Bavaria was changed and the Rottweiler breed
was added to the list of the so-called category-II-dogs. This means that for 
thirteen breeds and their mixes owners now have to demonstrate that their dog is
not over-aggressive or potentially dangerous. Once the required test is completed,
the owner receives certification from the local authority or municipality.

Since 2002 about 100 Rottweilers have been tested by the author.
Aggressive behaviour directed towards human beings has been categorized

into 5 groups: increased aggressive, offensive aggressive, defensive aggressive,
slightly defensive aggressive and non-aggressive.

17% of the Rottweilers showed defensive aggression due to manipulation or
distress. 6% reacted in an offensive aggressive manner toward humans. In com-
parison to other breeds that the author has tested, and which showed less than
10% defensive or offensive aggression against humans (poster ESCVE-Meeting
Salzburg 2003), the Rottweiler ranks very highly.

Aggressive behaviour against other dogs has been classified as increased 
aggressive, inappropriate aggressive, species typical aggressive, minor species-
typical aggressive and non-aggressive. 8% of the Rottweilers showed inappropri-
ate aggression toward other dogs, none showed increased aggression. In 21% of
the cases it was recommended that the authority required that the dog is leashed
in public and is only allowed to run free in open areas. For 21% of the Rottweilers
it was recommended to have the animal leashed in built-up areas. 8% of the 
Rottweilers should be muzzled when running free or in crowds. The behavioural
history of the Rottweilers showed that 10% had already caused complaints 
regarding public safety, e.g. bitten a person or another dog or killed cats.
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The paper will consider additional results, such as gender distribution,
obedience of the dogs or the attitude of the owner towards public security, as well
as the problems the authorities have in in-forcing the law.

Keywords: Bavaria, behaviour assessment, dangerous dog act, Rottweiler
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In the last two years, in Italy, newspaper and television reports have highlighted
many episodes of dog aggression. However, it is difficult to state if dog bites have
really increased throughout this period and indeed local data from different 
Italian Regions seem to demonstrate a slow decrease in the last three years.
Despite this the Minister of Public Health, in September 2003, released an Urgent
National Order for Dangerous Dogs. This urgent action, along with other restric-
tions, imposed the compulsory use of leash and muzzle in all public places to all
dog breeds belonging to Group 1 and 2 of Federation Cynologique International
(F.C.I.).

As a result of this sort of legislation it became essential to have a means of
identifying individual dogs which are potentially dangerous in outdoor contexts,
in order to give docile and sociable dogs from these two groups, and their owners,
a normal social life (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 11, 18,).

E.N.C.I ( Ente Nazionale della Cinofilia Italiana – Italian Kennel Club) 
supported the study for the development of a test to identify potentially danger-
ous dogs and the test was developed to identify dogs with potentially dangerous
reactions to different outdoor stimuli.

On the basis of previous temperament and behavioural tests reported in the 
literature (9, 10, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 19, 20), a three-step test was developed. In step one
the dog was held on a lead by the owner and, for safety reasons, tied to a fixed pole;
in the second step the dog was walked on a lead with the owner along a short
stretch of a public road; in the third step the dog was left free in a fenced area.
During each step a variety of stimuli (subtests) were presented and the dog’s 
reactions were assessed. The owner management was also assessed, in order to 
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develop a complete judgement of the potential contextual danger.
A veterinary behaviourist carried out behavioural consultations at the end of

the tests and that person did not witness the tests as they were performed. To 
validate the test the results of the behavioural consultation and the tests were
compared. The study was carried out with 80 dogs and their owners.

The comparison between test results and behavioural consultation results
showed a significant relationship to the behavioural history.

All subtests demonstrated high reliability (Alfa Cronbach ≥ 0.70) and un-
dimensionality with values over 20%, which allow an adequate measurement of
the latent variable (12).

On the basis of these results we consider the test to be a useful instrument for
the assessment of potentially dangerous dogs in urban contexts and, through
pairing behavioural tests and behavioural visits as assessment tools, it should be
possible to further increase the reliability of these tests.
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This study investigated whether a foraging device, the Equiball™, influenced the
heart rate of 10 stallions (8–10 years), among which were two established wind-
sucking horses. The ‘Equiball™’ is a modified version of the ‘Edinburgh Foodball’
(British Patent No 9200499.3). It consists of an internal cylinder with a hole into
which a suitable amount of pellets are placed and an external casing with two
holes. When the horse moves the device, it causes the dispersal of the food
through the hole in the inner casing.

The study was divided in six phases. Baseline (B: Days 1–7) when normal 
management was maintained. A four-week period in which the usual ration was
given daily in an Equiball™ during one hour at 11:00h and 17:00h (EB1: day 8–14,
EB2: day 15–21, EB3: day 22–28 and EB4: day 29–35). A similar two-week period
with an Equiball( in combination with a hay net hung once daily at 20:00h
(EB+HN: day 36–49).

In order to teach the horses how to use the Equiball™, shaping started at 10:00h
on day 8. A small amount of ‘Spillers Coarse Mix’ was first shown to each horse
and then placed underneath the Equiball( in order to encourage its maneuver. A
horse was considered trained when it received four consecutive food rewards by
pushing the device without assistance (Winskill et al., 1996).All horses involved in

95



the study, learned how to use the Equiball™ within one hour. In the EB+HN-
period,hay nets with conventional mazes were introduced at 20:00h.The purpose
of the additional hay net was to investigate whether this enrichment increases the
effect of the Equiball™. Heart rates were measured during 10 minutes, at the last
day of every phase, using the Polar Horse Trainer SW 3.0. During the recording
sessions, horses were restrained using a halter in front of their box.

To compare the baseline session with the five treatment periods, one-way
ANOVA for repeated measures was carried out followed by post-hoc Dunnett’s
test for comparison with a control group (5% significance level). Heart rate was
significantly lower (p < 0.001) during all EB and HN periods than during the 
B-period. Comparisons between the EB1-period and the other periods showed
that heart rate during EB1-period was significantly lower than EB3-period 
(t = -3.640; p = 0.005) and EB4-period (t = -2.688; p = 0.025). There was no
significant difference between EB1 and EB2 (t = - 1.436; p = 0.185).

The global heart rate of stereotyping horses was significantly higher (t = 6.921;
p < 0.001) compared with those of non-stereotyping horses. Results from the two
stereotypes were similar.

The Equiball™ has a significant calming effect on the heart rate of horses. It
hence seems to improve the welfare of horses stabled when grazing is not possible,
at least on a short-term basis. Long-term effects should still be evaluated.
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Prolonged exposure to various frustrating conditions can lead to stereotypic be-
haviour in horses (Redbo et al., 1998). Little is known about immediate triggers
inducing stereotypic bouts. This study investigated whether some stimuli present
in daily management might influence the frequency of stereotypic behaviour in
horses.

Twenty-one geldings (seven weavers, seven crib-biters and seven control
horses), aged between 5 and 20 years, were stabled in individual boxes, which al-
lowed visual contact with other horses.All crib-biters and weavers had been heav-
ily stereotyping for at least three years. Behaviours were observed using a Psion
LZ64 configured with the Observer 3.0. Heart rates were measured using the Polar
Horse Trainer SW 3.0.

Each horse was exposed once to four consecutive stimuli, using a Latin square
design with one repetition. The 10-minute observation period was split as fol-
lows: (a) two initial minutes of stimulus presentation followed by (b) 8-minutes
observation period without stimulus presentation. The four stimuli were: (1)
presence of the observer, (2) a handler entering the stable and rubbing the horse’s
neck with ether-moistened cotton wool, (3) the same handler leading a neigh-
bouring horse away, (4) the same handler feeding the horse carrots from a bag and
subsequently withdrawing the bag but keeping it within the horse’s sight.

Data were analysed using a repeated measures ANOVA or Kruskal-Wallis test.
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The Newman-Keuls test was used as a post-hoc test.
Crib-biting was significantly lower after stimulus 2 but higher after stimulus 4

(p < 0.001).Stimulus 2 induced an increase in nibbling (mainly bedding),whereas
stimulus 4 caused a decrease. Weaving was not significantly influenced by any
stimulus. Weavers and crib-biters nibbled significantly less than controls after
stimulus 1 (p < 0.001), 3 (p < 0.05) and 4 (p < 0.05).

Control horses remained significantly more immobile than both types of
stereotypers after stimulus 2 (p < 0.005). All three groups differed significantly
after stimulus 1, weavers being more immobile than controls and controls being
more immobile than crib-biters (p < 0.001). Crib-biters had significantly lower
heart rates than weavers and control horses during stimulus 1 (p < 0.001) and
stimulus 3 (p < 0.001). Controls had significantly lower heart rates than weavers
after stimulus 3. Leading a horse away, strongly increased heart rate in controls
and weavers during stimulus presentation but not in crib-biters.

Minero et al (1999) found that crib-biting decreases the higher basal heart rate
of affected horses.This study seems to confirm those results.Weavers tend to react
differently from crib-biters depending on the type of stimulus. The food-related
stimulus in particular seemed to stimulate stereotypies in crib-biters.
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Introduction

Overcrowding reduces the available personal space for dogs and can be responsi-
ble for generating high levels of stress. Submission postures are not successful in
terminating aggression encounters between dogs and as a result there is a lack of
ritualised behaviour and an increased risk of overt aggression 

The classic posture of submission is accompanied by an averted gaze and can be
characterised as active or passive.

Active submission: The dog crouches down, ears back, tail lowered.
Passive submission: The dog rolls on its side with one leg in the air exposing the
inguinal region in a characteristic posture.

Dominance is expressed by: Meeting another dog´s gaze; Standing with ears 
forward and tail up. The hair on the neck may be raised and the lips forward in a
characteristic expression.A dog can express its dominance over another by stand-
ing over it, typically at right angles, with its forepaws on the other´s back.

It is common to see puppies who take up this position during play.

Materials and methods

This study involved direct observation of the different behavioural postures as
well as photographic representations.

poster

99



Study

The study was carried out in one shelter of street dogs in Ayvalik city (Turkey)
with a population of 1200 dogs. The 1200 dogs were in 12 enclosures. Each 
enclosure housed different sizes of dogs. All dogs was mixed breed dogs. The
groups were only segregated according to their sex (males and females were
housed separately). The animals were not neutered and the enclosures were only
separated by wire mesh.

The distribution of the cages in the left area of the shelter were as follows:

Cage 1: males, 
Cage 2: females
Cage 3: females
Cage 4: males
Cage 5: females
Cage 6: males. 

The distribution of the cages in the right area of the shelter were as follows:

Cage 7: males
Cage 8: females
Cage 9: males
Cage 10: males
Cage 11: females
Cage 12: females. 

The size of the each cage was approximately 7 metres by 20 metres. In each cage
there were approximately 100 dogs.

The problems of aggression were greater in the male cages.
The cases of aggresion were often savage and violent and even included some

fatal injuries.
Every day there was at least one dog which had died from its bite wounds and

four dogs which were hospitalised in the shelter as a result of their injuries.
It was observed that in aggressive encounters between two or more dogs there

was often noticeable victimisation of one dog in the group. When that individual
was down on the ground another dog would bite it and then the rest of the group
would join in and also bite the victim (collective behavior). In the enclosures were
it was possible to observe the different postures of the dogs (submission, attack,
aggression, fear and panic) these were recorded through the use of photographs.
The most problematic enclosures were numbers 4, 6 and 9, all of which were male
enclosures.

Conclusions 

Overcrowding generates a high state of stress which leads to behavioural changes
which can culminate in very severe aggression. Aggression is more prevalent in
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the cages of male dogs and overcrowding is the principal causal factor in the 
majority of the fights. It is therefore very important in institutions housing large
numbers of dogs to avoid problems of overcrowding and to ensure that a 
minimum amount of space is allocated for each dog.
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Introduction

The human relationship with animals has altered dramatically over the centuries,
leading to the acknowledgment of animal rights in relation to both physical and
psychological welfare. In this relationship the role of the veterinarian is extremely
important since this professional figure has the difficult task of advising owners
about animal welfare, whilst avoiding any dangerous tendency toward anthropo-
morphism. It would therefore be of interest to have information about the atti-
tude of veterinary students toward animals and also to trace any alterations in that
attitude during their undergraduate education. For this purpose a questionnaire
of 51 questions was distributed to the students of the Veterinary School of the 
University of Pisa, in order to evaluate some of the aspects of their relationship
with animals and to gather information about their cultural and household 
backgrounds. Data were analysed by using the Chi square test.

Results

Among the 228 questionnaires examined, 76.5% were completed by female 
students, which reflected the sex distribution of veterinary students within the
University. A high percentage of the students had previously received a high
school degree in a scientific (60%) or humanistic (20%) field and 90% of the 
participants expressed the view that they had chosen the veterinary course as a 
result of their strong interest in animals. A high percentage of respondents stated
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the view that a life without animals nearby was an ‘empty’ life (56%), and this view
was expressed more frequently by the female students (39%) than the male 
students (15%; χ2= 9.26; p < 0.01).

A significant statistical difference in the answers of male and female students
was also noted in the responses to other questions in the study. The percentage of
female students who owned animals and were able to demonstrate feelings in 
relation to their pets (78%) was statistically higher (χ2= 7.55; p < 0.01) than that of
the male students (57%) and the same difference could be noted in the answers 
regarding the animal’s ability to understand human feelings: the male percentage
(23%) was in fact statistically lower (χ2= 14.84; p < 0.001) than the female one
(55%). No difference was noted between those students in the preclinical or the
clinical years of study.

The questionnaire included a multiple choice question which evaluated the
types of feelings that the students believed an animal could experience. In addi-
tion to physiological sensations like hunger (99%), thirst (98%) and excitement
(91%), the most common feelings attributed to animals were affection (85%),
boredom (80%), pain (79%) and joy (58%).

Another interesting difference between the responses from the different sexes
of veterinary students was found in their preference for pure-bred animals over
mixed breeds. 25% of male students prefer to have a pure bred animal and which
was significantly higher than the 8% of the female students (χ2= 9.49; p < 0.05).
Finally a question was posed regarding the most suitable species as a companion
for people and 68% responded that the dog was considered to be the best friend
for a human being. Once again there was a discrepancy between the responses
from the male and female students with 83% of the female students nominating
the dog compared to 51% for the male students (χ2= 7.6; p < 0.01).

Conclusions

The data from this study suggests that veterinary school students are highly moti-
vated in their professional choice and that the choice is influenced by a great 
interest in animals. It also suggests that the students consider the animals to be 
capable of experiencing such feelings as friendship, affection and joy. Interest-
ingly significant differences are evident between male and female students in 
relation to their perception of animals’ ability to express feelings.

10TH ESVCE MEETING ON VETERINARY BEHAVIOURAL MEDICINE: PART THREE 103



Prevention of behavioural
problems in dogs: 
A Flemish campaign

i. de cock, c. halsberghe*
Brusselsesteenweg 661, 9050 Gentbrugge, Belgium

*Deken Camerlyncklaan 14, 8500 Kortrijk, Belgium

*Corresponding author: christine.halsberghe@pandora.be

Introduction

In March 2000 the Belgian Ministry of Public Health, in conjunction with the
VDWE and the GERC (two Belgian veterinary behaviour groups), organised a
congress on canine aggression. The result of this congress was the formation of
different multidisciplinary workgroups. One of these groups was working on
guidelines for breeders, shopkeepers and new dog owners. One of the conclusions
was that there was a need for support material aimed towards the different people
involved with puppies and that the provision of such material could be an impor-
tant aspect of a larger project for the prevention of behavioural problems in 
companion animals.

The campaign: organisation and content

The first step involved working on optimising the socialisation period of the pups.
The VDWE co-ordinated this aspect of the project and the aim was to reach the
different groups of people involved with pups. They can be listed as: dog breeders,
pet shop keepers, new owners, veterinarians in general practice and trainers in
puppy training clubs.

The last two groups have a key role since they are also involved in offering 
advice and support to the first three groups.

The campaign is entitled ‘een goede start’ which means ‘a good start’.
Three different brochures were developed: for breeders (and pet shop keepers),

vets and new dog owners. These brochures explain the process of canine develop-
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ment and outline those steps which need to be taken to ensure that puppies 
receive the best possible start in the life. These steps include socialisation, habitu-
ation, control and education. In the brochure for new owners a socialisation
schedule is included to allow the owners to follow the progress they have made
with their new puppy. This list is as complete as possible whilst trying to avoid
problems of discouraging new owners by overwhelming them with the amount of
work that is involved in successful socialisation.

Additional guidelines are offered especially for vets and these include advice on
how to support breeders, pet shop keepers and owners.

Two sponsors were willing to help us set up our information campaign. One
sponsor, a pharmaceutical company, helped us to reach the veterinarians. The
other firm, a dog food company assisted in the introduction of the project to dog
breeders. So two pathways were established by which the brochures could reach
the puppy owners: the veterinarian and the breeder.

The dog food company also created a web site: www.eengoedestart.be and the
launch of this site enjoyed a lot of media attention in newspapers, magazines and
on the radio. This was due to the fact that a well-known pop star supported our
campaign. On the web site people and especially new dog owners, are able to
download and purchase the different brochures. New owners can also receive
their brochure when they have their first consultation with the vet.

In Belgium, it is not common for puppy parties to be organised in veterinary
practices and therefore the campaign concentrates on what a vet can do during
the puppy vaccination consultations. He/she can give information on the behav-
iour of the pup and can make owners aware that they can help them when they
have questions or problems with the behaviour of their dog. Vets play a key role
and it is important to persuade them to fulfil that role.

In support of our campaign, one of our sponsors (the pharmaceutical 
company) organised four local conferences for vets in which we talked about the
importance of the prevention of behavioural problems and explained the role
that the vet can play in the process. There was no fee for these meetings and we
reached 350 vets, which is a good result for the Flemish part of Belgium.

Plans

At the present time, dog trainers are being contacted to work on the content of
puppy courses and results will be available in the near future.

An evaluation of the campaign is planned so that adjustments can be made to
improve the impact.

The campaign ‘un bon départ’ will be launched in the French speaking part of
Belgium at the end of 2004. There will be a French web site and all the brochures
will be translated into French.
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In addition VDWE will also continue to promote the ideas of the campaign
since a great deal of work remains to be done.

Conclusions

This poster offers a unique opportunity for exchanging ideas amongst different
countries on what can be done towards the prevention of behavioural problems.
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The importance of play for the
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The companion dog might be considered a ‘working dog’ for people who want a
friend to share their home and daily life. Such a concept might imply different 
requirements both from the practical and emotional points of view and it is 
important to ask how dogs are prepared for this important role? Both genetic 
features and correct social and physical stimulation during the sensitive period of
development are fundamental (2, 4, 5, 6, 10, 11); furthermore, early training also
has great importance if a dog is to be raised with the necessary adaptation skills for
its adult environment: the human family and human society (8, 12, 16, 17). What
should be stressed is that these skills are not less difficult to develop than others,
such as hunting skills, searching skills, guarding skills and so on. A good compan-
ion dog is expected to play properly without hurting playmates, to follow the
owner, to be tolerant of manipulation by different kinds of people, to remain lying
quietly for hours, often alone, waiting for its owner, to behave in a controlled
manner in the presence of other dogs, to soil in the proper place and at the proper
time and many other things.

The behavioural characteristics of dogs, generally, include that of being a 
playful animal throughout life, although these playful attitudes vary significantly
between different breeds. Play cannot be considered just as a part of the onto-
genetic development of the individual but as a constant component of its life 
(1, 3). Although the role of play in the adaptation skills of animals has been largely
debated for many species and is not fully demonstrated, it is likely that a wise use
of training during play sessions can increase the adaptation skills of companion
dogs to their environment (7, 9, 13, 14, 15). This poster will illustrate, with both
written explanations and pictures, different ways of playing with dogs or letting
them play with other dogs and explain how these interactions can be used in order
to increase the adaptation skills to the human family and human society and to
the variations that so often occur in such contexts. The more an animal is able to
adapt to its environment and to the changes that occur in it, the more its welfare
is preserved.
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Eukanuba is the only pet food clinically shown
to improve puppies’ability to learn

What if your clients 
could have smarter, 

more trainable puppies?

For a healthy body, mind and soul.

Behaviour and trainability issues are

one of the top frustrations for puppy

owners. Now there is something you

can do – recommend Eukanuba to

your clients to support puppies’

training while providing all the

essential nutrients to fuel their growth.

A groundbreaking study with mothers

and puppies fed Eukanuba diets,

clinically proved that an enhanced

level of DHA,  a key natural brain-

building nutrient, contained in 

Eukanuba puppy formulae, promotes

puppies’ optimal cognitive function.

Training performance was more than

double for the Eukanuba enhanced

DHA group over the low DHA group

(P=0.05)

Contact your local Eukanuba
representative for the breakthrough
study on smarter, more trainable
puppies and the Eukanuba puppy
programme.
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