The Behavior Department

Helping the Scaredycats

Give cats a chance in their new homes by preparing adopters for reclusive getting-to-know-you behaviors

BY KIMBERLY BARRY, Ph.D.
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s many of us know all too

well, adopters expecting

cats to curl up pillowside

the first night in a new

home may end up sorely

disappointed. Creatures of habit, some

cats go borderline-catatonic when

plunked down in an unfamiliar envi-

ronment, diving under the bed or behind

the sofa and barely emerging for days. At

the shelter where I work, the Town Lake

Animal Center in Austin, Texas, adopters

who don’t know any better sometimes
return their frightened pets.

That’s unfortunate—because in

many cases, the cats have simply been

introduced to the family and house too

quickly, without being given enough
time to adjust to the surroundings. By
confining cats in the beginning and
then gradually introducing them to their
domain and other animals in residence,
adopters can help these frightened ani-
mals ease more comfortably into their
new lives.

We in shelters work hard to reduce
stress for cats and help adopters succeed.
We have limited time with new adopters,
and they, in their excitement, may have
limited attention spans. Still, despite the
realities of the animal shelter environ-
ment and the excitement of the adoption
process, we can help ensure the transi-
tion goes as smoothly as possible.
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To assist adopters in preparing their
family and home for a new cat, encour-
age them to think about issues they may
not yet have considered:
= Where will the cat’s toys, bed, and other
things be kept?

= Where will the cat stay when first in-
troduced to the house? (Adopters may
want to limit access to certain rooms at
first to give cats time to adjust.)

= Where will the cat stay when he’s home
alone?

= What safety issues—such as exposed
wires and poisonous plants—need
addressing?

= What routines can adopters establish to
help the cat get comfortable in the house?
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An adopter is also more likely to
enjoy her cat if she has some idea of what
to expect from her new houseguest. And,
research has shown, she is also more
likely to keep him. Shelters should pro-
vide adopters with as much information
as possible about the personalities and
behaviors of their new pets. We typically
have three main sources of information
on any cat in our care: the statements of
the previous owner, observation of the
cat’s behavior while in our shelter, and
more general background information

on “typical” cat behavior.

Information from the
Previous Owner

No one knows a cat better than the
person who has already been owned
by him. Our shelter asks relinquishers
two kinds of questions: those related to
the cat’s behavior and personality and
those related to his habits and routines.
How does the cat react when someone
restrains him, brushes him, or picks
him up and holds him? Does he often
scratch people, meow a lot, or have lit-
ter box accidents? What does the cat do
when you're home—seek attention, stay
hidden, follow you around? How does he
play with other cats? The previous owner
can also provide information about lit-
ter, toy, treat, and scratching post prefer-
ences so adopters can cater to their new

kitties’ discriminating tastes.
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Behavior While In Our Care

Adopters are often surprised when cats
act fearful in their new homes. Cats
who've already adjusted to the shelter
environment at the time of adoption
may not reveal their aversion to change
until they've landed in a new place and
started diving under the bed. By observ-
ing the cat’s behavior over time within
the shelter—taking good notes on his
sensitivities to noise, other cats, or cer-
tain kinds of handling—we can provide
a new owner with some information on
how the cat may act during a transition.

Typical Cat Issues

Cats aren’t known for fast friendships.
When new cats join a household, they
fight with the cats already living there 50
percent of the time, according to a 2005
study (“Intercat aggression in households
following the introduction of a new cat,”
Applied Animal Behavior Science, Vol. 90).
It’s not clear how long it takes for them
to make nice, but an earlier study sug-
gested that cats may fight for several
weeks. Counseling that helps adopters
determine the difference between the
expected getting-to-know-you spats and
a serious conflict can be a helpful part of
the adoption process.

Kitties didn’t inspire the term
“scaredycats” for nothing. A sizeable
number—30 percent, according to one
study—hide when strangers come to the
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A copy of a cat behavior pro-
file used during the relinquish-
ment process at the Town Lake
Animal Center is available
at animalsheltering.org/cat
relinquishmentform. Staff mem-
bers use the form to help assess
cats for the shelter's adoption
program and to capture infor-
mation that might be useful to a
cat's new adoptive family.

house. Sharing that information with
adopters will help them understand
that shy cats don’t mean it personally—
they're just expressing behaviors typi-
cal of their species.

Shelters should also share the posi-
tive findings of previous studies with
adopters, letting them anticipate the
good along with the bad. At the 2007
Interdisciplinary Forum for Applied
Animal Behavior in New Orleans, J.C.
Wright, Ph.D,, presented research docu-
menting the playful and friendly behav-
ior of cats. When Wright asked owners
who'd adopted a kitten the year before if
their cats were affectionate, more than
90 percent rated their cat at 5 or above on
a 7-point scale, with 7 representing the
most affectionate cats. When he asked
if the cats were playful, he got a similar
result: more than 90 percent rated their
cats at 5 or above.

Kitten adopters should be aware of
scratching and elimination behaviors.
A 2004 study (“Prevalence of house soil-
ing and aggression in kittens during
the first year after adoption from a hu-
mane society,” Journal of the American
Veterinary Medical Association, Vol. 224)
found that, a month after adoption, 29
percent of kittens had displayed aggres-
sive behaviors toward people (such as
biting or scratching) at some time in
the 30 days since arriving in their new
homes; 86 percent of these episodes,



Kimberly Barry, a certified animal
behaviorist, received her master's
degree in animal learning and doctorate
in biopsychology from the University of
Georgia. She was in private practice for
eight years and has been at the Town
Lake Animal Center in Austin, Texas,
for more than six years. At the shelter,
she develops behavior assessments and
programs that enhance adoptability.
She also works on stress reduction

for shelter animals and serves as the
dangerous dog hearing officer for the
city of Austin.

however, were described as part of
play. Twenty-five percent of the kittens
fought with another cat in the house in
the first month following adoption. Also
within the first month, 26 percent of kit-
tens had eliminated outside the box—a
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UMANE SOCIETY UNIVERSITY
(HSU) provides the animal care
and control community with the skills
necessary to maximize their ability
to help animals and tuly make a

difference.

HSU offers a variety
of exciting educational
opportunities:

= A Bachelor of Science in Humane
Leadedhip and a Master of Science
in Community Leadership from
Duquesne Linivesity:
humanesociety.org/du

= Noncredit online courses
covering a variety of humane
topics at our virtual classroom:
humanesociety.org/hsuonline

For more information on these
and other HSU programs, please
e-mail hsu@humanesociety.org
or call Frances Gaeta

at 301-548-7731.

Go to humanesociety.orgluniversity
to see how HSU can help you gain knowledge
and advance your career.

figure that dropped to only 8 percent
after one year. Given these numbers, a
“kittens will be kittens” attitude is en-
tirely appropriate for new adopters.
Encouraging adopters to prepare their
homes and providing basic information
about shelter cats can help families form
strong bonds with their new cats quickly.
The fewer difficulties they encounter F‘*: THE HUMANMNE SOCIETY
during the transition, the more they'll be : D TEN URARND. SOTEN
able to focus on the joys—rather than the
frustrations—of living with cats. AS
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