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THE NEWSLETTER FROM THE ANIMAL BEHAVIOR PROGRAM

 Welcome to the fourth edition of Behavior News, the newsletter designed to 
keep veterinary staff and other animal handlers up to date on current behavior 

recommendations for companion animals. This season we continue our segment on low 
stress handling in small animals and begin a discussion of behavior changes in the aging 

pet. For additional resources on animal behavior at The Ohio State University, please visit: 
vet.osu.edu/Behavior, vet.osu.edu/AnimalWelfare and vet.osu.edu/CommunityPractice.

continued on page 2

BSAVA Manual of Canine and Feline 
Behavioural Medicine, 2nd edition,edited 
by Debra Horwitz and Daniel Mills

This new edition has been available for 
over a year now and is proving to be an even 
better addition to your behavior library than 
the first one. The authors walk you through 
a basic overview of behavioral health and 
wellness and provide detailed information on 
making a behavioral diagnosis in a systematic 
fashion. Furthermore, they walk you through 
treatment options for each individual 
problem, including housesoiling, separation 
anxiety, fear and aggression problems. One of 
the greatest benefits of owning this text is the 
CD rom of client handouts, questionnaires 
and referral forms, included at the end of the 
book. This is a “must-have” for any clinician 
managing behavior cases.  

Behavior Textbook Review
BEHAVIOR CHANGES IN THE AGING PET: 
AN OVERVIEW OF COMMON PROBLEMS
By Meghan E. Herron, DVM, DACVB

The evolution of the human-animal bond, combined with 
the rapid development of sophisticated diagnostic and 
medical treatment technology in veterinary medicine has 
made the geriatric pet a common household phenomenon.  
Pet owners and veterinarians are now aware that behavioral 
changes in geriatric animals are not just “old age” and that 
therapies exist to both improve quality of life and increase 
longevity.  This series of articles aims to address behavioral 
signs associated with sensory and cognitive decline in dogs 
and cats and to provide current information on treatment 
options. 
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Common age-related changes include sensory 
decline, musculoskeletal changes, and brain 
changes. 

Sensory decline:

Vision changes are most commonly associated 
with lenticular sclerosis, but may involve 
other lenticular and retinal changes. Visually 
challenged animals may not adapt well to change 
as they have depended on memory and routine to 
navigate around furniture, in and out of rooms, 
and up and down stairs.  Household changes 
or rearrangements may be associated with an 
increase in anxiety, confusion and withdrawal. 
Visual recognition abilities may be decreased, as 
well, leading to subtle interaction changes.  

Hearing loss is most often due to changes 
in peripheral auditory structures in geriatric 
patients.  This deficit may lead to a decrease in 
owner responsiveness and apparent startle at the 
sudden appearance of visual or tactile stimuli.  
Owners may complain that their pet no longer 
greets them at the door – likely because the 
auditory cues of arrival are not received.  Dogs 
and cats that are startled easily are susceptible to 
showing fear related aggression, both to human 
family members and other pets in the household.  

The senses of taste and smell may also decline 
with increasing age.  This change might manifest 
as alterations in appetite and food preferences. 
Olfactory loss is of special concern with cats 
as their ability to find and their willingness 
to consume food is closely associated with 
an intact sense of smell.  Sequelea such as 
undernourishment and hepatic lipidosis may 
result.

Musculoskeletal changes:

Although some younger pets may develop 
arthritic changes, more commonly older pets 

continued on page 3

show joint problems, such as osteoarthritic 
consequences of  hip and elbow displasia, 
spondylosis deformans, and type II vertebral disk 
disease. Dental disease is also more prevalent in 
older pets. Pain associated with such changes may 
lead to a decrease in general activity and alterations 
in social interactions.  Aggression upon physical 
manipulation, such as hugging, moving off of 
furniture, lifting or requests to perform physical 
activities, is not an uncommon result of pain. 
Painful pets may also have a general irritability, 
leading to a lowered threshold for aggression 
during interactions or activities that may not have 
previously elicited an aggressive response.  Cat 
owners may also report elimination problems if 
litter boxes are not easily accessible (i.e. the painful 
cat may choose not to walk down a flight of stairs 
to access the litter box and choose to eliminate in a 
more appealing location), or if arthritic problems 
have led to painful bowel movements. 

BEHAVIOR CHANGES IN THE AGING PET: 
AN OVERVIEW OF COMMON PROBLEMS - 
continued
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Low-Stress Animal Handling Pt. 2

Brain changes:

Cognitive decline is not considered a normal aging 
change, although its prevalence does increase 
with advanced age.  Cortical degeneration, 
neuronal atrophy and ventricular enlargement 
are examples of changes reported in animals with 
cognitive decline.  Animals with decline in multiple 
cognitive aspects in the absence of medical disease 
are considered to have cognitive dysfunction 
syndrome (CDS).  

Cognitive Dysfunction Syndrome:

A study by the Animal Behavior Clinic at the 
University of California, Davis revealed that 28% 
of dogs aged 11-12 years and 68% of dogs aged 
15-16 years showed one or more signs of cognitive 
impairment. Furthermore, a similar study by 
Moffat & Landsberg suggested that 28% of pet cats 
aged 11 to 14 years developed at least one sign 
consistent with cognitive dysfunction, and this 
increased to over 50 per cent for cats of 15 years of 
age or older. The human correlation, Alzheimer’s 
disease, affects approximately 10% of people over 
65 and 50% of people over 85.  

Diffuse amyloid plaques are found in the prefrontal 

BEHAVIOR CHANGES IN THE AGING PET: AN OVERVIEW OF COMMON PROBLEMS - continued

By Traci Shreyer, MA

cortex and hippocampus of affected dogs around 
the age of 9 years.  With time the plaques 
progress to other brain structures, including the 
temporal, parietal, and, later, the occipital cortices.  
Prefrontal cortical and hippocampal degeneration 
is associated with memory and learning deficits. 
The ability to voluntarily control elimination 
may also be affected, leading to housesoiling 
problems. Parietal involvement may manifest as 
spatial disorientation, wandering, and decreased 
visual processing/recognition. Temporal and 
occipital cortical involvement may result in 
auditory and visual deficits respectively. Decreased 
neurotransmitter availability, perhaps due to 
increased monoamine oxidase levels and increased 
free-radical production (hydrogen peroxide, 
superoxide, nitric oxide) may lead to decreased 
neurotransmission and further cellular damage. 
Diagnosis of CDS in dogs and cats is one of 
exclusion of other medical illness or sensory losses 
that could explain these clinical signs.

Stay tuned for our next issue where we will discuss 
clinical diagnosis and current treatment options 
for CDS!

In our last newsletter, we introduced part one of a reoccurring article 
on low stress handling. It introduced food as a very powerful handling 
tool.  Utilizing food as a “distractor” and means by which to create 
a “positive” emotional state in your patients during even painful or 
socially invasive medical interactions is highly effective.  Reducing 
fear in your patients promotes ease of handling by reducing avoidance, 
struggling, and aggressive behaviors.     The use of food to create 
desirable behavior during the veterinary exam is a new concept to 
many.  Here are some helpful tips for you and your hospital team as 
you begin to try your hand at this. 

continued on page 4
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What if my patient WON’T eat the 
food I offer?
Try highly palatable food. Stressed animals only eat 
foods they find most palatable, and eating palatable 
food is the most effective and fastest way to lower 
your patients’ fear, anxiety, and aggression levels 
(unless medically contraindicated). Clients can 
inform you of their pet’s favorite treats, or bring 
them to the appointment. Rejecting favorite foods 
is a great indicator of significant stress. Be sure to 
try many different options

What if my patient CAN’T eat?
We do not offer food to animals that cannot eat 
because of: 
a. Impending sedation or specific diagnostic testing 
(e.g., pre-prandial bile acids).
b. Persistent vomiting, and sometimes diarrhea 
(although we typically use chicken (baby food) as 
it is utilized as a bland diet treatment options for 
these cases yet is often found to be palatable by the 
patient)
Animals with diseases and treatment strategies 
that involve restricted diets can be fed for counter-
conditioning purposes, when appropriate care is 
taken. For example, patients with food allergies 
typically can be offered the wet/canned version 
or pieces of their dry diet, or fresh cooked meat 
that matches the protein source of the diet (e.g., 
venison, duck). Alternatively, many manufacturers 
also offer a companion “treat” for their novel 
protein diets that can be tried.
Animals with restricted protein or fat needs (ex. 
kidney disease, liver disease, pancreatitis) can often 
safely be tempted with something sweet (ex. a mini 
marshmallow). Some animals will accept a cracker, 
crust of bread, vegetable or fruit chunk, or nibble 
of cat grass. Please check with the pet’s owner at 
each appointment to determine if there are any diet 
restrictions.
Mitigate environmental stimulation through as 
many senses as possible. 
See www.indoorpet.osu.edu for more details.

My staff or coworkers complain that 
if I feed an animal that is being “bad”, 
I am rewarding that animal for the 
“bad” behavior?
The answer is NO, because we are not rewarding 
something that is under an animal’s voluntary 
control (like a sit). We are changing the “emotional” 
state about being at a vet hospital and interacting 
with strange people in a stressful environment. 
Once the food reduces the fear, there is less 
motivation for the pet to behave aggressively.

How am I supposed to take time to 
feed a patient I’m examining when I 
have a million other things to do?
There are many “hands free” options like smearing 
peanut butter or canned cheese on exam tables 
(puppies, small dogs, and cats) or lick boards 
placed low on walls or cabinets (larger dogs). A 
technician, assistant, or the owner (if safe to do so) 
can also feed while a patient is being examined or 
you can offer treats to patients while you are taking 
a history from their owner.
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Behavior Club Fundraising Co-chair, CVM 2014

Preventing Companion Animal Stress and Anxiety 
During Halloween

Behavior News: THE NEWSLETTER FROM THE ANIMAL BEHAVIOR PROGRAM

THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY COLLEGE OF VETERINARY MEDICINEIssue Four, November 1, 2011

Student Section, brought to you by the Veterinary Behavior Club student officers

Halloween can be thrilling for all ages, but some 
members of our family might not be as easily 
amused.  We all know that the holidays pose 
certain challenges when it comes to the safety 
and well being of our pets, and Halloween is no 
exception.  While some dogs (and a handful of 
cats) may relish the never-ending stream of kids 
at their front door during Trick or Treat Night, 
owners may want to consider their individual 
pets’ response to Halloween’s excessive stimuli and 
take the proper actions to ensure both humans 
and the animals have an enjoyable experience.  It 
is also important to realize that even if your dog 
is typically well behaved and socialized, it is not 
wise to disregard the fact that he could potentially 
become uncomfortable with all the stimulation 
that comes along with Halloween and Trick or 
Treat Night.  Your pets’ stress and anxiety can easily 
be prevented or decreased with just a few simple 
considerations, but, first, owners should be aware 
of some of the things that could be unsettling to the 
household pets.

Sometimes it is hard to imagine why our pets may 
become uncomfortable or scared in situations 
because we are not viewing the world through 
their eyes.  Animals love consistency, and when 
something changes it can create a lot of stress and 
uncertainty for them.  Trick or Treat Night does 
just that.  It changes the animal’s entire evening 
and introduces so many unknowns that they 
may become stressed.  For example, the repeated 
ringing of the door bell and the constant flow of 
unknown guests is certainly not normal.  Many 
strange children and adults are constantly entering 
the front door often screaming “Trick or Treat”.  
To add to this odd behavior, everyone is dressed 
up in strange costumes.  There are flowing fabrics, 

large props, and blinking lights; not to mention the 
strange smells of make-up and rubber masks.  This 
collaboration of delightful Halloween tradition is a 
huge invasion into an animal’s safe haven and may 
not be appreciated.

Now that our pets’ point of view is more clearly 
understood, the focus can turn to methods of 
easing their stress.  One of the best pieces of 
advice to help your animals enjoy Halloween is 
to start from the beginning.  The more positive 
experiences your pet has early on in life the better 
reactions he will have later.  Exposing your puppy 
to a faux Halloween party is just the ticket to get 
him thinking in the right frame of mind.  Start 
with a fashion show!  Dress up with the kids in 
old Halloween costumes and make it a fun and 
rewarding game.  You could even give treats to your 
puppy for wearing his own Halloween costume.  
Get out some animated decorations and allow your 
puppy to explore these things and be rewarded.  
When the holiday comes around, your puppy will 
have seen these things before, and know that these 
things are not a big deal.

Another technique to start early is some extra obe-
dience training.  This is especially helpful if your 
dog is easily over excited and overwhelmed with 
visitors.  Of course basic commands are always 
helpful, but you may want add on some “place” 
continued on page 6
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target training.  An excellent behavior to teach your 
dog is to have them respond to the door bell by 
retreating to their bed or safe-“place” and remain-
ing there until released.  During Trick or Treat 
Night, your dog will go to his bed instead of being 
excessively aroused every time a visitor comes to 
the door.  Don’t forget to give your canine some 
yummy rewards for all his good behavior!

If you already know your dog does not like the fes-
tivities of Halloween, you have some great options 
to provide a less stressful environment.  For some 
dogs, their crate is an excellent option and will 
provide them with the level of safety they might 
be seeking.  You can further decrease their stress 
levels by providing them with another activity to 
take their focus from all of the trick-or-treaters.  
One idea is to freeze a food toy, such as a Kong™ 
full of canned dog food.  This will provide a deli-
cious distraction and last for quite a while. In other 
cases, you may have to remove your dog altogether 
from the situation. The most stressed and fearful 
dogs will feel more secure in a quiet room in the 
house away from all the commotion.  You could 
use pheromone treatment, such as that provided in 
D.A.P.® (Dog Appeasing Pheromone) as a plug in 
that will help create a soothing environment along 
with some calming music to help mask the sound 
of people downstairs.

 Cats are especially sensitive to all of the disrup-
tion that comes along with Halloween.  They may 
thoroughly enjoy the hanging decorations and view 
them as their new play items, but few cats will love 
the fact that their house has been bombarded with 
a multitude of visitors.  Some cats will be content 
enough to view the festivities from a high perch or 
concealed area, but one of the biggest concerns for 
cat owners is the potential that they may attempt 
to flee the house because they are afraid.  The easy 
solution for this is to set them up in quiet bedroom 
beforehand.  A Feliway® pheromone plug-in will 

help create an even more calming environment.  
There are several interactive cat toys that you may 
want to consider offering during these potentially 
stressful times.  For example, you could feed them 
their evening meal out of Premier’s Eggerciser™, 
which dispenses food when rolled around.  They 
also make automated string and laser toys that 
could amuse your cat as well.

By considering your pets’ needs and providing 
them with the tools and options to deal with all 
the stresses of Halloween, you and your family will 
also be able to have a stress free holiday without 
the worry of any unwanted pet related incidences.  
As always, you should have both your dogs and 
cats properly identified and vaccinated in case they 
manage to escape.  Know your pet’s responses be-
fore hand and shape their holiday experiences into 
rewarding ones early on.  Always provide your pets 
a safe place to go if they become too stressed, and 
be aware of your pets’ changes in behavior through-
out the evening.  If at any time your pet starts to 
become upset or uncomfortable, it’s time to give 
them a break from all of the activities.  As much as 
we would like our pets to be front and center dur-
ing events, sometimes it’s better for them to observe 
from the sidelines.  These suggestions should help 
you and your pets happily enjoy Halloween.
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How Dogs are NOT Wolves  part two

In the first installment, we explored the argument 
that dogs underwent behavioral changes as 
an unintended consequence of morphological 
trait selection.  Briefly, a 1997 study found that 
dogs with physical traits most like those of their 
wolf cousins (huskies) appeared to also have an 
increased canine “vocabulary”, whereas dogs 
with fewer morphological similarities (Cavalier 
King Charles Spaniels) possessed a smaller array 
of agonistic signals, something akin to a puppy’s 
juvenile communication skills.
While this study suggests that a decreased social 
intelligence (at least among other canines) arose 
over the course of domestication, the dog may 
not have given up as much acuity as first appears.  
In fact, in cross-species communication, dogs 
have singularly out-performed wolves and apes 
(despite larger brains in both species). In 1999, 
Harvard University researcher Brian Hare devised 
a unique experiment to test whether domestic 
dogs or chimpanzees were better at interpreting 
human pointing gestures.  Hare surreptitiously hid 
a piece of food under one of two cups, and then 
with the animal subject watching him, pointed 
at the cup hiding the treat.  Despite the chimp’s 
close evolutionary history with humans, the dogs 
responded to our directed gesticulations better 
than our ape cousins and approached the correct 
cup more quickly and more often.  
Similarly, researcher Adam Miklosi in Hungary 
conducted a series of similar experiments, this 
time with socialized wolves and domestic dogs.  
Again, the dogs responded more quickly and more 
consistently to pointing gestures than did the 
wolves.  Miklosi added an additional test- a bowl of 
food that was impossible to access and from this, he 
learned an additional point.  Wolves tried to “solve” 
the problem longer than dogs, and conversely, dogs 

were faster to give up trying and to look up at the 
researcher’s faces, ostensibly for help.
How do these experiments change our perceptions 
of our own dogs?  These studies suggest that dogs 
may have achieved a coup of an evolutionary 
“trade-off ”.  In tying their fates to ours, dogs may 
have lost some problem-solving abilities, but have 
gained other cognitive functions; namely, the 
ability to read human faces and body language.   
Dogs have an ability that so few other creatures 
do, and that is to understand the communicative 
intent of another species.  In this way, dogs have 
made themselves our ideal companions, a fact that 
any dog “parent” will agree.   If species success is 
confirmed in sheer numbers, dogs are numbered 
among the world’s most successful creatures.

Student Section, brought to you by the Veterinary Behavior Club student officers
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Product Review: The Easy Walk Harness 

Many people have heard of or used the Gentle 
Leader head halter from Premier, but few know of 
the Easy Walk. The Easy Walk harness is another 
great product from Premier that lessens a dog’s 
tendency to pull on a leash. The principle is simple. 
The harness attaches to the leash in the front on the 
chest, and when the dog pulls forward the harness 
tightens across the dog’s chest and shoulder blades. 
This pressure causes the dog to turn to the side 
and stops forward movement. It also brings the 
dog’s attention to you as he/she is turned in your 
direction. This harness works great to eliminate 
the coughing and gagging in dogs who pull 
forcefully against a collar, as well as provides a great 
alternative for those dogs who don’t use/adjust to 
the  gentle leader well. It can be slightly confusing 
for some initially to figure out how to put it on 
correctly, but after adjusting to it, most all who use 
it love it!   It comes in many colors and sizes to fit 
dogs from Italian Greyhounds to Great Danes!
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