Animal Care – Behaviour and Temperament Checks for Cats and Rabbits

Animal Care – Behaviour and Temperament Checks for Cats and Rabbits
1 of 21 – Welcome
Welcome to this session on behaviour and temperament checks for cats and rabbits.

By the end of this session you will be able to:
· Understand the importance of animal monitoring and daily visual checks
· List the visual checks that must be performed daily by carers
· Distinguish between the terms behaviour and temperament
· Become familiar with cats’ and rabbits’ normal behaviour
· Understand the signs showing cats’ and rabbits’ abnormal behaviour
· Identify signs of fear, stress, aggression or pain in cats and rabbits
2 of 21 – Animal Monitoring
In order to protect animals against disease, animal monitoring checks should be established and performed regularly.

Health checks vary greatly according to the species examined and the actual nature of the health check. They are categorised into:
· Daily visual health checks
· Weekly physical checks
· Quantitative health checks performed by a veterinarian
3 of 21 – Daily Visual Checks
Animal carers should perform daily visual checks as part of a routine. The checks should include:
· Behaviour and temperament
· Posture and temperament
· Urine colour
· Faecal consistency and colour
· Food and water consumption
· General appearance
4 of 21 – Behaviour and Temperament
Behaviour is the way that animals interact with other members of their own species as well as with members of other species and the environment. Behaviour may be adapted.

Temperament is a natural predisposition animals have, a combination of physical, mental and emotional traits that influence the animal’s behaviour. An animal may exhibit the following temperaments: friendly, aggressive, shy, confident, protective, playful. It may also have prey instincts, survival instincts, self-defence instincts and more. Temperament cannot be changed.
5 of 21 – Behaviour and temperament observation
Animal carers should perform behaviour and temperament observations on their animals on a daily basis. By observing the animals in a stress-free environment, where the animal exhibits normal behaviour, it is easier to recognise any abnormal behaviour in the animal.

Carers should also be educated on abnormal behaviour characteristics of the species they are caring for. Additionally, carers need to understand the animal’s temperament. Some animals will exhibit, for example, aggressive behaviour when stressed. In such cases, carers and vets should use specific handling techniques in order to perform physical tests on the animal in these situations.
6 of 21 – Normal Cat Behaviour
The normal behaviour of a healthy cat includes the following:
· Hunting/mock hunting
· Marking
· Scratching
· Purring
· Playing
· Kneading
· Teeth chattering
· Night-time playing
· Noises
· Grooming
7 of 21 – General abnormal behaviour indicators
The following may serve as general behaviour indicators that apply for all species. The animal may appear to be:
· In pain
· Afraid
· Aggressive
· Isolated
· Uncommunicative
8 of 21 – Abnormal cat behaviour when in pain
It is very difficult to recognise when a cat is in pain as the changes in their behaviour are quite small. Researchers have revealed the 25 signs, most of which are behavioural, indicating a cat is in pain. For more information, you can read the full research article by clicking here:
Behavioural Signs of Pain in Cats: An Expert Consensus

The 25 signs are listed below:
1. Lameness
2. Difficulty to jump
3. Abnormal gait
4. Reluctant to move
5. Reaction to palpitation
6. Withdrawn/Hiding
7. Absence of grooming
8. Playing less
9. Appetite decrease
10. Overall activity decrease
11. Less rubbing towards people
12. General mood
13. Temperament
14. Hunched up posture
15. Shifting of weight
16. Licking a particular body region
17. Lower head posture
18. Involuntary forcible blinking
19. Change in feeding behaviour
20. Avoiding bright areas
21. Growling
22. Groaning
23. Eyes closed
24. Straining to urinate
25. Tail twitching
9 of 21 – Abnormal cat behaviour – aggression
Aggression may be one of the signs indicating that a cat is not in good health. Kidney disorders, anaemia and even lead poisoning are some of the conditions that may cause behavioural changes that resemble aggressive behaviour.

A cat’s aggressive behaviour is characterised by:
· Showing teeth
· Arched back
· Raised coat hair
· Stiff body
· Tail straight up
· Dilated pupils
· Ears pulled back
· Staring
· Stalking
· Hissing
10 of 21 – Abnormal cat behaviour – fear
It is important to understand a cat’s temperament as a fearful cat could become aggressive. Medical conditions that may appear as fear in cats are brain and thyroid disease.

The signs indicating that a cat is afraid are the following:
· Dilated pupils
· Hiding
· Trembling
· Escape behaviour
· Sweaty paws
· Flattened ears
· Flattened whiskers
· Unexplained purring
· Hissing and growling
· Submissive posture
11 of 21 – Abnormal cat behaviour – stress
The following symptoms can appear when a cat is stressed:
· Diarrhoea
· Licking itself
· Urinating outside litterbox
· Excessive grooming
· Excessive scratching
· Excessive vocalisation
· Decreased appetite
· Increased sleeping
· Aggression
· Biting itself
12 of 21 – Normal Rabbit Behaviour
Rabbits exhibit behaviours that may appear peculiar but are normal for their species. Normal rabbit behaviour includes:
· Responsiveness to surrounding
· Nibbling, digging and biting
· Grooming
· Eating droppings
· Chinning (rubbing their chin)
· Circling and honking
· Growling, especially females
· Mounting to display dominance
· Grinding teeth when happy
· Ears being forward or straight up
13 of 21 – Video
Watch the video below on the different temperaments of rabbits, according to their breed.
Different Types of Rabbits
14 of 21 – Abnormal rabbit behaviour – disease, pain & fear
Read the three different facts about rabbits below:
1. When rabbits are ill, their behaviour can change and they can become unresponsive to stimuli. They can also become isolated and lethargic (slow or not wanting to move).
2. Rabbits can be easily scared. Their ears appear flattened, they pant and prefer to hide or isolate themselves.
3. When rabbits are extremely afraid or in pain, they scream.
15 of 21 – Abnormal rabbit behaviour – stress
When rabbits get stressed, they can exhibit the following characteristics:
· Flattened ears
· Enlarged eyes
· Tense body posture
· Growling or squeaking
· Rapid breathing and flinching
· Unexplained repeated movements
· Jumpy & restless or hiding
· Aggressive or lethargic
· Lack of interest in surroundings
· Excessive and/or no grooming
16 of 21 – Question 1
Indicate whether the following statements are true or false.

A cat can be taught to change her temperament.
True
False

The correct answer is: False.

Daily visual checks must be performed in a stress-free environment.
True
False

The correct answer is: True

Pain, aggression and fear serve as abnormal behaviour indicators.
True
False

The correct answer is: True
17 of 21 – Question 2
Categorise the following terms as either normal, aggressive, stressed, fearful or in pain when observing cat behaviour.

Groaning
Activity decrease
No grooming
Localised licking
Trembling
Submissive posture
Unexplained purring
Sweaty paws
Urinating outside litterbox
Lots of grooming
Biting itself
Diarrhoea
Showing teeth
Arched back
Hissing
Raised coat hair
Kneading
Scratching
Teeth chattering
Playing

The correct answers are:
1. Playing, teeth chattering, scratching and kneading are all normal signs of cat behaviour.
2. Raised coat hair, hissing, arched back and showing teeth are all signs of aggressive cat behaviour.
3. Diarrhoea, biting itself, lots of grooming and urinating outside the litterbox are all signs of stressed cat behaviour.
4. Sweaty paws, unexplained purring, a submissive posture and trembling are all signs of fearful cat behaviour.
5. Localised licking, no grooming, activity decrease and groaning are behavioural signs of a cat in pain.
18 of 21 – Question 3
Using the following choice of words; pant, scream, isolated, afraid, flattened, rabbits, and unresponsive, fill in the blanks in the paragraph below:

When blank are ill, their behaviour changes and they can become blank to stimuli. They can also become blank and lethargic. They are easily blank. Their ears appear blank, they may blank and prefer to hide or isolate themselves. When rabbits are extremely afraid or in pain, they blank.

The correct paragraph should read:
When rabbits are ill, their behaviour changes and they can become unresponsive to stimuli. They can also become isolated and lethargic. They are easily afraid. Their ears appear flattened, they may pant and prefer to hide or isolate themselves. When rabbits are extremely afraid or in pain, they scream.
19 of 21 – Question 4
Which of the characteristics below do rabbits exhibit when they get stressed? 
A. Forward, straight ears
B. Enlarged eyes that show the whites of the eyes 
C. Tense body posture that appears to be hunched back
D. Slow breathing
E. Flinching when touched
F. Increased appetite
G. Excessive grooming or no grooming

The correct answers are B, C, E, and G, enlarged eyes that show the whites of the eyes, tense body posture that appears to be hunched back, flinching when touched and excessive grooming or no grooming.
20 of 21 – End
Well done, you have completed this session on behaviour and temperament checks for cats and rabbits.

You should now be able to:
· Understand the importance of animal monitoring and daily visual checks
· List the visual checks that must be performed daily by carers
· Distinguish between the terms behaviour and temperament
· Become familiar with cats’ and rabbits’ normal behaviour
· Understand the signs showing cats’ and rabbits’ abnormal behaviour
· Identify signs of fear, stress, aggression or pain in cats and rabbits

If you are unsure or have any questions about any of these topics, speak to your tutor for more help.


