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Introduction 
Behavioural medicine has been slow to be accepted as part of mainstream veterinary 
medicine and yet the role of mental (emotional) health in humans in influencing physical 
health is well documented. The presence of a bilateral relationship between emotional 
and physical health is also relevant to non-human animals and is an important 
consideration in general veterinary practice. 
 
Emotional and physical causes are not mutually exclusive 
In human medicine, it has been established that any emotional disorder resulting in a 
stressed physiological state can be a predisposing factor for physical disease. It is also 
well accepted, that any physical disease state that leads to irritation and debilitation is a 
risk factor for alteration in emotional state, with chronic skin disease and chronic pain 
from orthopaedic conditions being the most frequently documented examples. One sign 
of chronic stress is repeated ill health and if there is a history of recurrent illness, 
emotional factors need to be considered. The same is true for veterinary patients and 
behavioural history taking can be an important component of investigating medical 
conditions. The interplay between emotional health and physical illness in terms of 
infectious disease, mucosal compromise or pain is of particular importance.  
 
When faced with a behavioural problem it is important to ask the W questions 
When did it happen? 
Where did it happen? 
With whom did it happen? 
and WHY did it happen? 
 
Emotional causes of behavioural presentations 
From an affective neuroscientific perspective, adapted and developed from Pankseep, the 
motivational-emotional systems can be classified into different systems:  
 

1.   The Desire - Seeking System 
A general-purpose neuronal system that motivates animals to move to places 
where they have more potential of finding and consuming resources needed for 
survival e.g. food, water, shelter. 

 
2.   The Frustration System 

The “frustration system” is triggered by a failure to meet expectations, obtain 
resources or retain control. This system intensifies and accelerates behavioural 
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responses. It is associated with aggressive behaviours when animals do not have 
control over a situation, when they are irritated or restrained. 
 

3.   The Fear-Anxiety System 
This system relates to the preservation of comfort provided by predictable access 
to essential resources and the management of threats to personal or resource 
security. This “system” intrinsically helps animals to avoid dangers and it is more 
adaptive to feel anticipatory fear (anxiety) than to be attacked and harmed.  
 
Potential behavioural responses 
•   Avoidance (flight) – preferred feline strategy 
•   Inhibition: passive gathering of information (freeze) – commonly 

displayed by felines and often overlooked 
•   Repulsion (fight) – can be active (swiping, chasing, biting) or passive 

(staring)  
•   Appeasement: active gathering of information (fiddle) – the least common 

response in adult felines 
 

4.   The Lust System  
The “lust system”, organises the specific reproductive needs, ranging from the 
attraction or the selection of a partner through courtship to any potential bond to 
mating with a sexual partner.  

 
5.   The Care System  

The “care system”, is dedicated to maintain the bonds to individual offspring 
through recognisable parental care and is also involved in nurturance towards 
others,  

 
6.   The Panic-Grief System  

This system is related to the protection of the species rather than the individual.  
It relates to the safeguarding of the survival of young and therefore the protection 
of the genetic survival of the species. Before they are able to protect themselves 
young animals start to exhibit powerful emotional arousals indicating desperate 
needs for nurturing care.  

 
7.   The Social Play System  

This system gives information to individuals about their own social competence 
and potential in relation to others. 

 
8.   The Pain System  

The “pain system” is related to the maintenance of body integrity and functioning 
and it is both a distinct sensation and a motivation. Some consider the Pain system 
to be part of the Fear-Anxiety system. 
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Determining the emotional motivation 
This can be a long and involved process and depends on accumulating information from a 
number of sources. For example: 

•   Take a behavioural history 
•   Remember the potential influence of medical conditions – especially those 

causing pain 
•   Observe the animal – direct or indirect 
•   Interpret body language signals 
•   Understand the influence of the family system and environment 

 
Which feline emotions commonly underlie behavioural signs which owners perceive 
to be problematic? 

•   Frustration 
•   Anxiety  
•   Fear 
•   Seeking 
•   Pain 
•   Social play 

 
 

Examples of reported feline behaviour problems and possible underlying emotional 
motivational systems involved 

•   Misdirected predatory behaviour – desire/seeking, frustration  
•   Inter-cat tension – fear-anxiety, frustration, pain, social play 
•   Confrontational behaviour toward people – fear-anxiety, pain, frustration 
•   Urine marking – fear-anxiety, frustration 

 
Creating emotional stability 
In order to decrease the risk of developing inappropriate or unwanted behavioural signs it 
is important to ensure that individuals achieve emotional stability. 
There are many factors which play a role in the level of emotional stability, and they 
include: 

•   Genetic influences on emotions 
•   Early behavioural development – remembering the significance of adequate and 

appropriate socialisation and habituation 
•   Domestic limitations of the feline natural ethology 

 
A motivational approach to behaviour 
There are two components to this approach: 

•   Modify the cat’s level of emotional arousal – aim for emotional stability  
•   Alter the cat’s threshold for expression of the inappropriate response – change the 

way the animal perceives the trigger for the behaviour 
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Modifying emotions 
 
The role of emotional stability 
Emotional stability depends on self-confidence of the individual and provision of an 
environment which meets the basic behavioural and environmental needs of the species. 
Lack of consistency and predictability fosters emotional instability and an important step 
in increasing emotional stability is creating a consistent physical and social environment. 
When deciding if a behaviour needs to be modified the obligation on the owner and the 
veterinary team is to always ensure that natural feline behaviours are catered for and 
unwanted behavioural responses can be substituted with an alternative that can be 
rewarded. For cats the reward may be internal, rather than external, and the aim is for the 
cat to perceive that it is always in control of the situation. Indirect rewards, rather than 
ones that are directly delivered, may be more beneficial in a feline context. 
 
The role of training 
Training is traditionally associated with canine behaviour but feline training can also be 
beneficial from an emotional perspective and methods such as clicker training can be 
beneficial in encouraging self-confidence.  
When used appropriately the clicker provides a consistent signal, encourages accurate 
timing of human interaction and encourages independent decision making. 
There are specific feline considerations related to the need for cats to retain a sense of 
control in all situations and failure to understand this can lead to issues of frustration in 
association with feline training,  
Owners need to seek specific advice about training their cat and not assume that methods 
used in canine training will be able to be applied.  
 
The role of pheromones 
Pheromones can be used to encourage emotional stability by providing olfactory 
information which increases the cat’s perception of security. This may be an 
environmental security through the use of the synthetic analogue of the feline facial 
pheromone fraction F3 marketed as Feliway Classic ® or personal security through the 
use of the synthetic analogue of the feline appeasing pheromone Feliway Friends ®.  
 
Changing the threshold 
This is the second phase of behavioural therapy. 
Changing the cat’s perception of a stimulus or event involves forming new and positive 
associations.  
In cases of frustration it will be important to provide consistent means of gaining access 
to resources and ensuring that the cat is able to use natural feline coping strategies to deal 
with situations that lead to emotional arousal. 
In cases of anxiety it is important to make the world a more consistent and predictable 
place and in cases of fears and phobias methods such as desensitisation and counter 
conditioning will be needed to replace negative associations with positive ones. 
 
Controlling the expression of behaviour is important from a safety and welfare 
perspective, but in order to achieve a long term alteration in behavioural signs the most 
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important aims are to encourage emotional stability, through appropriate genetics and 
early rearing and provision of an environment which meets feline behavioural and 
environmental needs, and to work to alter the cat’s perceptions of its physical and social 
environment. 
 
Considering physical differentials 
When considering the potential for behavioural signs to be associated with an underlying 
pathology one of the most obvious areas of interest is neurology and the consideration of 
differentials such as epilepsy and space occupying lesions may be readily apparent, 
especially in cases where the behavioural presentation is severe. However, where 
behavioural symptoms are more subtle the temptation to rush to a behavioural diagnosis 
without adequate consideration of medical differentials may be increased and 
contributions from medical factors such as endocrine disorders, infectious diseases, 
immune-mediated conditions, metabolic disorders, inflammatory processes and trauma 
are often overlooked. Behavioural changes have been recognised as one of the most 
appropriate parameters for the assessment of pain in dogs and yet the role of pain as a 
significant factor in the initiation and maintenance of behavioural problems is often 
underestimated.  
 
In cases where behavioural symptoms are sudden in onset, show an unexpected form of 
progression or a poor response to conventionally accepted forms of behavioural 
modification, the potential for an underlying medical reason for the behavioural change 
should not be ignored.  
 
History taking 
One of the keys to uncovering a link between medical conditions and behavioural signs is 
the taking of a chronological history. The interplay between disease and behaviour is 
most likely to be apparent when the effect is immediate and the display of behavioural 
signs coincides with the presence of physical symptoms. However, the relationship 
between the two is not always so clear cut and there are a number of ways in which 
medical conditions and behavioural presentations may be connected.  
 
Developmental links 
In some cases the link is developmental and information about the medical history of the 
patient in the early weeks or months of life may hold the key to understanding their 
behaviour in adulthood. Severe illness in the first few weeks of life can have serious 
implications in terms of behavioural development and puppies or kittens that are ill may 
be isolated from adequate socialisation and habituation. In addition, they may develop 
negative associations with certain forms of handling due to the necessity for medication 
and nursing intervention. The link between development and disease is also a two-way 
street with adequate and appropriate early learning being essential for successful 
development of stress control mechanisms. In situations where this development is 
compromised there is evidence that the resulting difficulties in dealing with 
environmental and social stressors may predispose individuals to a range of medical 
conditions. This concept is well established in the field of human medicine and yet it is 
only recently that the connection has been studied in the context of veterinary medicine 
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and the effects of early behavioural development have been seriously considered in 
medical cases.   
 
Looking for the less obvious connections 
In contrast to consideration of developmental factors it may be thought that an immediate 
link between concurrent illness and behavioural responses would be difficult to miss, and 
examples such as the dog with a broken limb that bites someone who attempts to 
manipulate it, certainly support this point of view. However, the situation is not always so 
clear cut and links between endocrine disorders and changing emotional states or between 
hypertension and behavioural expression may be slightly more complex to investigate. In 
addition, unexpected behavioural responses may unwittingly mask the link and non 
aggressive responses to pain are a good example of this. Pain which leads to limitations 
of mobility may result in seemingly unconnected issues such as indoor toileting or 
worsening sound phobia, while chronic pain can lead to anxiety related behaviours, 
avoidance strategies, a decrease in play and changes in social interaction.  In cases where 
individuals develop behavioural coping strategies in order to deal with the pain it is also 
possible for these responses to become ritualised and even compulsive in nature and links 
between behaviours such as circling or shadow staring and an underlying painful medical 
condition can easily be overlooked.  
 
The importance of learning 
In addition to developmental and immediate connections between behavioural 
presentations and physical disease there is also the possibility of learned connections, and 
the potential for learned associations makes chronological history taking essential in 
behavioural cases.  During the association process it is certainly possible that a link 
between physical and mental factors may be relatively obvious but due to the process of 
generalisation and the concept of self protection this link can become increasingly well 
disguised with time. 
 
Conclusions 
Behavioural conditions can be related to natural species specific behaviours and 
commonly result from unintentional and inappropriate learning. However, exclusion of 
physical health factors always needs to be considered in behavioural cases especially 
when behavioural symptoms are sudden in onset, signs show an unexpected form of 
progression and there is a poor response to conventionally accepted forms of behavioural 
modification.  Similarly, the potential for an underlying emotional reason for physical 
change should not be ignored, especially if physical disease is recurrent, patients show 
concurrent alterations in behavioural responses and there is a poor response to 
conventionally accepted forms of medical therapy. The interplay between emotional and 
physical health is an important consideration when making a diagnosis. It is also 
important to consider emotional health when handling patients in routine consultations 
and when deciding on treatment options.  
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