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Are some cats just born nervous? Can we teach them to relax around other cats of the household? Can we help anxious cats become confident? How do we ensure our cats grow-up to be well-adjusted, stress free and healthy? Well the ongoing nature/nurture debate can help provide the answers.

We are all born with the ability to feel anxious, it is indeed a survival mechanism to steer us from danger
. But why do our cats respond so differently to particular stressors? We have all noticed that some cats are more timid than others when put in certain situations, some cats will struggle to get out of the hands of the vet, others will close their eyes and submit. Some behave aggressively when taken to a show, others hide away.  We have witnessed some timid cats learning and developing over the years to become more confident, whereas others of the same lineage remain fearful. 
Timid cats are at risk of a number of stress-related behavioural difficulties, affecting both health and welfare of that individual. Experts have correlated stress with urination around the home, over-grooming, eating disorders, aggression, depression, re-occurring infection and inflammation and maternal rejection
.  So how can we avoid these potential difficulties?  First we need to understand where the core issue lies. 

The study of the genetics in reference to complex behaviours such as anxiety, has evolved dramatically from the old nature vs. nurture of the past century. Researchers highlight the importance of specific gene-environment interactions during critical periods in development and their role for the onset of stress-related behaviours in the later stages of life
. So although no single gene has been identified to account for these exaggerated arousal levels, it is acknowledged that nature plays a part in the onset of anxiety-related disorders, a predisposition rather than full cause
. 

We regularly witness this as we see two littermates develop to adopt differing behavioural strategies to certain situations. In our day-to-day living we see the relation between genetics and environment in the development of our cats. In fact there are a number of reasons why cats take on anxiety-related coping strategies; including the situation that their queens were in during gestation, the age that they have been weaned, previous learning, being flooded or ‘overloaded’ with new learning, inappropriate management practices or rough handling, noise, nest sites interrupted, or a specific trauma
 
Over the years researchers have discovered increasingly convincing evidence that organisms learn in utero. So if a queen is suffering from stress, whether due to restrictions of behavioural needs within the domestic environment, or a sudden event threatening her nesting site for example, there is a greater risk of her offspring developing similar stress-related or ‘anxious’  responses in certain situations
. 
Further to this, we consider the observational learning element of this debate. When born, a kitten’s focus is the queen, the caregiver. If a queen reacts fearfully to a situation, as it is so vital for the kitten to learn from this caregiver and adapt to this environment and survive, it is possible that he too will quickly learn to adopt similar stances
. 

The relationship between queen and kittens uncovers another element to be considered, weaning times. When should a litter be weaned?  
There are many theories and concepts debating this issue within breeding, and there is no real simple answer as it depends on both the mental and physical condition of the queen. A full discussion of this subject will be provided within January’s column, however to provide brief guidance, allowing unrestricted interaction between queen and littermates for at least 12 weeks will ensure that the queen has the space to gradually teach her young the vital survival skills required for adulthood.  

Why this time frame?  Well there has been much study into this topic , psychoanalyst John Bowlby was the first to look at the importance of this initial relationship for the development of a young  organism, arguing that it is through this initial relationship of life that a youngster learns how to behave, adapt and survive. Any interruption endures vast affects on the young organisms’ development, affecting future coping strategies, problem-solving abilities and adult relationships
. So to produce kittens that are well adjusted and able to relax confidently when living as they should do naturally, with other cats, we need to allow them to learn from their initial relationships, they need to develop the appropriate social skills
. 
Unfortunately many terms and concepts such as ‘socialisation period’ have been misunderstood within the pet industry, again putting our kittens at risk of developing stress-related disorders. Please note that ‘socialisation’ refers only to an organism learning about his or her own species to develop appropriate social skills
. When learning about humans and the domestic world, we enter the realms of habituating  our kittens
, teaching them in a step-by-step manner to gradually introduce new objects one at a time in a relaxed and positive way. It is true that there is a ‘critical’ phase, between approximately 2-14 weeks of age, where our kittens are at their most open to learning about new things, however we must always think about what this vulnerable prey animal is learning at this time and flooding a young cat with too many objects at one time could potentially just teach them to be fearful of these objects
.
	DO’S


	DON’T’S

	· Resolve any stress-related behavioural difficulties, before using the female as a breeding queen. Problems can arise particularly within multi-cat households, it is important to resolve any cat-cat difficulties before breeding.

· Keep in mind the impact that stress has on the queen at all stages of gestation and after. 

· Ensure that the environment is suitably set-up to relax queens and kittens by:

1. Allowing quiet, stable, nesting sites away from ‘human traffic’

2. Allow appropriate eating patterns, providing a variety of meats, eating little and often throughout the day.

3. Ensure the home is warm, allowing access to warm spaces where the queen can lie flat-out to obtain appropriate sleeping patterns.

4. Provide scratching posts both horizontally and vertically around the home as well as bunting posts.

5. Allow access to high vantage points

6. Wherever possible allow access to the outside, even within an enclosed area.

· Allow uninterrupted interaction between the queen and her litter wherever possible, at least for the initial weeks, gradually introducing yourself 

· Begin introducing humans and household objects and situations very gradually, one step at a time. 

· To give an example as to just how step-by-step this should be, when introducing yourself, within the initial session only introduce you without touching anyone, then introduce the visual cue of the hand, next you can gradually progress to touching the queen, and so on. You are gradually introducing humans as a non-threatening, indeed positive element to these kittens’ lives.  
	· Breed from a cat that you know is anxious around you, the home or other cats.
· Make changes to the cats’ environment during pregnancy or whilst raising her litter. This would include changes to the house structure or adjustment of nesting sites.

· Where possible, try not to interfere in the first stages of interaction between the queen and her litter. 

· Restrict the behavioural needs of the queen or her litter, remember their instincts and wherever possible take the time to learn more about normal feline behaviour.

· Overwhelm the kittens with too much learning at one time. 

· Take the kittens away from their queen before they are ready, or too abruptly. Instead allow the queen to gradually posture away and wean her young appropriately at around 12 weeks of age.




Environment is always an issue that I come across with my work and indeed is the simplest for us to alter to allow our cats to develop effectively. The feline has evolved to develop certain essential behaviours for survival.  Our domestic cats maintain these behavioural needs, they have internal drives to eat a variety of meats little and often, to sleep for around 18 hours a day, to climb up to higher vantage points, hide or flee from danger, maintain social company, and so on, these behaviours are ‘hardwired’ deep inside the brain
 
. If these behaviours are restricted, just as we do, our cats suffer an element of stress. So to eliminate this factor we simply allow more natural eating patterns, i.e. eating little and often throughout the day, having meat to tear at, increased nesting sites for all cats of the household, scratching posts and horizontal scratching surfaces, hideaways, look out posts, access to the outdoors (even if only a pen to allow secure access) to get you started. 

So yes there is an element of ‘nature’ involved, a genetic predisposition that some cats are born with to such heightened arousal patterns. However we can act upon the ‘nurture’ element, providing the space and time for our kittens to develop confidently from queen and littermates, gradually learning about the domestic environment through gentle handling and positive reinforcement. We can all produce well-adjusted, confident, healthy breeds, kittens ready to adapt to their new homes successfully.

Due to the complexities of this topic this is all rather brief, but provides a good starting point for all breeders. Please feel free to contact me for further reading suggestions, I am always happy to help.
The Seal Point Siamese Cat Club are grateful to Ms Wade for donating time and expertise , and for offering this series of columns in support of the Forum. Please feel free to copy this article for your personal use, but be aware that the contents are subject to copyright and may not be reprinted, or distributed further, without prior permission of the SPSCC
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