
bsava manual of canine and feline
behavioural medicine
BSAVA Manual of Canine and Feline Behavioural Medicine is an essential resource for
veterinary professionals and animal behaviorists seeking to enhance their understanding of animal
behavior, particularly in dogs and cats. This comprehensive manual, published by the British Small
Animal Veterinary Association (BSAVA), serves as a guide to the complex world of animal behavior
and provides practical advice for managing behavioral problems. It combines scientific research with
clinical experience, making it a valuable tool for both seasoned veterinarians and those new to the
field of behavioral medicine.

Introduction to Behavioural Medicine

Behavioural medicine is an evolving field that examines how animals interact with their environment
and with humans. Understanding these interactions is critical for diagnosing and treating behavioral
issues effectively. The BSAVA Manual of Canine and Feline Behavioural Medicine emphasizes that
behavioral problems can often be linked to medical conditions, making it vital for veterinarians to
adopt a multidisciplinary approach to treatment.

The Importance of Understanding Behaviour

Understanding canine and feline behavior is essential for several reasons:

1. Preventing Problems: Early identification of behavioral issues can prevent them from escalating
into more serious problems.
2. Enhancing Welfare: A thorough understanding of animal behavior contributes to improved welfare
for pets, ensuring they lead happier, healthier lives.
3. Improving Owner Relationships: Educating pet owners about their animals’ behaviors fosters better
relationships and reduces the likelihood of abandonment or rehoming.
4. Promoting Effective Treatment: Identifying the root causes of behavioral problems—be they
medical, psychological, or environmental—enables more targeted and effective treatment strategies.

Key Concepts in Behavioural Medicine

The BSAVA manual covers a variety of fundamental concepts in behavioral medicine that are crucial
for understanding animal behavior:

1. Normal vs. Abnormal Behavior

Understanding what constitutes normal behavior is the first step in identifying abnormal behaviors.



Normal behavior patterns include:

- Social Interactions: Dogs and cats exhibit various social behaviors that are essential for
communication and interaction with both their species and humans.
- Play: Play is a critical aspect of learning and socialization, particularly during the early stages of life.
- Exploratory Behavior: Exploration is essential for animals to understand their environment, which
contributes to their cognitive development.

Abnormal behaviors can manifest in several ways, including aggression, anxiety, compulsive
behaviors, and phobias. Recognizing these behaviors is essential for developing appropriate
treatment plans.

2. The Role of Genetics and Environment

Both genetics and environment play significant roles in shaping behavior. The BSAVA manual
discusses:

- Genetic Predispositions: Certain breeds have inherent behavioral traits that can predispose them to
specific issues. For example, herding dogs may exhibit herding behaviors that can lead to problems if
not appropriately channeled.
- Environmental Influences: Factors such as socialization, training, and living conditions greatly impact
behavior. Early experiences, including exposure to various stimuli, can significantly influence a pet's
behavior throughout its life.

3. The Human-Animal Bond

The relationship between pets and their owners can profoundly affect behavioral issues. The manual
highlights the importance of:

- Understanding Owner Expectations: Owners often have specific expectations of their pets, which can
lead to frustration and miscommunication.
- Education and Communication: Educating owners about their pets’ behavioral needs is essential for
nurturing a positive relationship.

Common Behavioural Problems in Dogs and Cats

The BSAVA manual provides detailed insights into common behavioral problems faced by dog and cat
owners. Understanding these issues allows veterinary professionals to better address them.

1. Canine Behaviour Problems

Common canine behavioral problems include:



- Aggression: A multifaceted issue that can stem from fear, territoriality, or frustration. Proper
assessment is crucial before implementing a treatment plan.
- Separation Anxiety: Many dogs experience anxiety when left alone. Identifying triggers and
gradually desensitizing the dog can be effective strategies.
- Excessive Barking: Barking can be a normal behavior, but excessive barking may indicate an
underlying issue that needs addressing.

2. Feline Behaviour Problems

Common feline behavioral problems include:

- Litter Box Issues: Inappropriate elimination can be due to medical problems, stress, or aversion to
the litter box itself. A thorough investigation is necessary.
- Aggression: Cats may display aggression due to fear, playfulness, or territorial disputes.
Understanding the context of the aggression is key to finding a resolution.
- Destructive Behavior: Scratching and other destructive behaviors can be manifestations of boredom,
stress, or the need for stimulation.

Assessment and Diagnosis

The assessment of behavioral problems requires a systematic approach. The BSAVA manual outlines
steps for a thorough evaluation:

1. Clinical History: Gathering comprehensive information about the pet’s medical history, previous
behavior, and any changes in circumstances is critical.
2. Behavioral Observations: Observing the animal in various situations can provide valuable insights
into its behavior.
3. Owner Interviews: Engaging with owners to understand their perspectives and attitudes towards
their pet’s behavior can help in formulating a treatment plan.

Treatment Approaches

The manual emphasizes a multifaceted approach to treating behavioral problems, which may include:

1. Behaviour Modification Techniques

Behavior modification is a fundamental component of treatment. Techniques may include:

- Desensitization: Gradual exposure to the stimulus causing fear or anxiety can reduce the animal’s
negative response.
- Counter-conditioning: Replacing a negative response with a positive one can help modify behavior.



2. Environmental Enrichment

Enhancing the pet's environment can alleviate boredom and reduce stress. Strategies include:

- Interactive Toys: Providing toys that stimulate mental engagement.
- Training Sessions: Regular training not only improves behavior but also strengthens the bond
between pet and owner.

3. Medication

In some cases, medication may be necessary to manage severe behavioral issues. The manual
discusses various pharmacological options and emphasizes the importance of a veterinary
professional’s guidance in selecting the appropriate treatment.

Conclusion

The BSAVA Manual of Canine and Feline Behavioural Medicine is an invaluable resource for anyone
involved in the care of dogs and cats. It provides a wealth of information on understanding, assessing,
and treating behavioral problems in pets. By emphasizing the importance of a comprehensive
approach that includes medical, behavioral, and environmental considerations, this manual equips
veterinary professionals with the tools they need to improve the quality of life for pets and their
owners alike. As the field of behavioral medicine continues to evolve, the insights offered in this
manual will remain critical in shaping best practices and enhancing the human-animal bond.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of the BSAVA Manual of Canine and
Feline Behavioural Medicine?
The primary focus of the BSAVA Manual of Canine and Feline Behavioural Medicine is to provide
veterinarians and animal behaviorists with comprehensive guidelines on understanding, diagnosing,
and treating behavioral issues in dogs and cats.

Who is the intended audience for the BSAVA Manual of Canine
and Feline Behavioural Medicine?
The intended audience includes veterinarians, veterinary students, animal behaviorists, and pet
owners looking for evidence-based information on animal behavior and welfare.

What topics are covered in the BSAVA Manual of Canine and



Feline Behavioural Medicine?
The manual covers a wide range of topics including behavioral assessment, anxiety disorders,
aggression, phobias, training techniques, and the impact of environment on behavior.

How does the BSAVA Manual address the treatment of
behavioral issues?
The BSAVA Manual discusses various treatment options, including behavioral modification techniques,
pharmacological interventions, and environmental management strategies tailored to specific
behavioral problems.

Are there any new approaches to behavior modification
mentioned in the latest edition of the BSAVA Manual?
Yes, the latest edition introduces updated behavioral modification techniques that incorporate
modern understanding of animal psychology, including positive reinforcement and desensitization
methods.

What is the significance of evidence-based practice in the
BSAVA Manual?
Evidence-based practice is significant in the BSAVA Manual as it ensures that the recommendations
for treating behavioral issues are grounded in the latest research and clinical findings, promoting
effective and humane treatment.

How can pet owners benefit from the BSAVA Manual of Canine
and Feline Behavioural Medicine?
Pet owners can benefit from the manual by gaining insights into their pets' behavior, understanding
the underlying causes of behavioral issues, and learning effective strategies to improve their pets'
mental health and overall well-being.
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