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Each quarter our team of experts will be bringing you the latest tips and advice features to help you 
learn about and gain more from your animals.   
 

If at any point you have any questions, simply get back to us and we will provide you with        
additional info. Please refer to the MEET THE TEAM pages for contact details. 
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Separation Anxiety and Your Horse 

Separation anxiety can be 
the cause of much         
frustration to horse owners. 
Colette Checa helps shed 
some light. 
 

How often have you driven 

all the way to the yard, 

spent hours catching your 

horse and getting him ready 

for a lovely, relaxing ride 

only to get as far as the gate 

and he begins to nap,       

absolutely refusing to leave 

his buddy who is staying   

behind. Or worse still you 

canõt even get him in from the 

field because he refuses to 

leave his field companion.    

And what about the         

competition horse that spends 

the whole time in the ring 

calling for his buddy instead 

of concentrating on the job in 

hand. 

So why do horses behave in 

this annoying way? 

As we know, horses are herd 

animals and one of the     

functions of group living is 

enhanced protection from 

predators (1).  

A solitary horse is very easy 

prey for a predator so being 

on his own really can mean 

the difference between life 

and death.  Although we may 

know perfectly well that 

there are no tigers at the 

yard or hiding behind the 

hedge out on a hack, the 

simple fact is horses have 

survived for millions of years 

by sticking together. It is such 

a successful tactic that it is as 

though the behaviour is 

òhardwiredó into the horseõs 

brain. So its not that he is 

deliberately being difficult, 

his fear of being on his own 

is not really under his       

conscious control. 

 

Why is it then that some 

horses seem to cope well with 

being separated from the 

herd? 

A great deal depends on the 

kind of start the horse has 

had in life and whether the 

bulk of his life experiences 

up till now are positive or 

negative.  

If the horse has started life in 

an appropr iate way,      

surrounded by herd members 

and with his mum around for 

long enough to give him a 

really secure base from 

which to explore the world (2) 

then he will be a much more  

 

confident horse than the 

horse artificially weaned at 

six months and put into the 

solitary confinement of a 

stable.  

And if, when the horse starts 

learning about humans his 

experience is positive, with 

people that are sympathetic 

to his equine needs, then he 

will have expectations that 

the world is an interesting 

place, well worth exploring. 

In stark contrast the horse 

that was weaned so young 

and found himself in solitary 

confinement will already 

have far less confidence.  If 

you add to those experiences 

harsh training methods and a 

lack of understanding of his 

òhorsenessó we are left with 

an animal that finds the 

world a very scary place 

indeed. 

As the name suggests,      

separation anxiety is fear 

based. If you have a horse 

that   continually naps or 

refuses to leave the others, 

they are signs that horse 

needs to be reassured and 

given confidence.  

Punishment will do nothing 

more than confirm his original 

suspicion that the world is 

frightening and may also 

have unwanted side effects 

such as adding you to the list 

of things he fears (3).  

A true understanding of what 

motivates your horse allows 

you to help him é. 
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ñDealing   

with the 

motivation 

rather than 

directly 

addressing 

the problem 

may take 

longer but it 

is the only 

way to 

achieve a 

solid, long 

lasting 

solutionò 

ñhorses have 

survived for 

millions of years by 

sticking togetherò 
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The Equine Behaviour 

Qualification 

The Canine Behaviour 

Qualification 

The Feline Behaviour 

Qualification 
 

Through teaching people the 
relevant areas of science, a 
course was created which 
means its graduates are   
scientifically accurate and 
c a n  i m p l e m e n t  t h i s         
knowledge practically. This 
means owners can be      
assured they are being given 

the most up to date          
information in a way that 

helps them with their animal. 
 

There is now a network of 
NAC graduates all sharing 
the NAC mission statement, 
who work with animal owners 
to resolve animal behaviour 
problems. 

These courses are unique in 
the market place and over 9 

modules teach graduates:  

 

Ethology: 

the study of an animalõs 
behaviour in its natural 

environment. 

overcome those fears by 
building his confidence, step 
by step. Dealing with the 
motivation rather than      
directly addressing the    
problem may take longer but 

it is the only way to achieve 
a solid, long lasting solution. 

 
Colette Checa 2009 
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In the last newsletter we     
introduced you to the Natural 
Animal Centre (NAC) and 
what we do. We now take a 
look at how our Behaviour 
Qualifications fit into the   

market place. 

 

There are currently no laws 
r e g u l a t i n g  A n i m a l             
Behaviourists and anyone can 
use the title whether they 
have done a weekend course 
in animal behaviour or     
completed a PhD. While 
there are some moves     

towards changes in the law, it 
is unlikely to have an effect 

in the next few years. 

 

Ross and Heather Simpson 
started the Natural Animal 
Centre with the mission      

statement: 

They wanted to create a 
benchmark or standard in the 
market place that gave   
owners piece of mind about 
who was assisting them with 
their animal. They have 
achieved this with their 

courses: 
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What Does It Take To Be Animal Behaviourist ? 
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Learning Theory: 

the study of how an       
i n d i v i d u a l  ac q u i r es    
knowledge. 

Behavioural Physiology: 

the study of what        
happens inside the body 
and brain. 

Animal Welfare: 

the science of making   
assessments of an animalõs 
wellbeing. 

Counselling Theory: 

information about how to 
interact with people 
(owners) to best help the 
animal. 

 
Once  graduated  our        
behaviourists work to our 
code of practice and our 
ethical guidelines (available  
www.NaturalAnimalCentre.co
m/code.php). The Code of 
Practice means we are all 
working to the same standard 
ð the benchmark in the      
market place. The ethical 
guidelines mean we are 
working with a base of      
compassion for animals; this 
includes things like not    
bringing an animal discomfort 
through the use of punishment.  
 
To f ind an animal             
behaviourist in your area go 
to the back of this         
newsletter or contact the 
Natural Animal Centre on 
01267 236434 
  

...positively 

influencing the 

wellbeing of 

animals worldwide...  

So why are these 

courses so special?  



Spooky Horses, Nervous Dogs and Timid Cats 

Anyone that spends time 
around another animal 
soon realises that each   
individual has his or her 
own characteristics.  
Sometimes that might be 
something    positive like a 
favourite food or toy.  
At the other extreme we 
have all met animals that 
react in what appears an 
exaggerated way to     
something we know is 
harmless. Why is this?  
Expert Katherine Ewen   
explains all.  
 

An important part of any 
animalõs survival is being 
able to recognise danger 
and then react to it          
appropriately. This is       
particularly important if you 
are born a prey species like 
the horse, whose main 
method for avoiding being 
eaten is to detect a preda-
tor, then run. Horses, dogs 
and cats are all group living, 
relying on watching for cues 
in other members of the 
group as well as changes in 
their environment.   
 
At the same time none of 
these animals wants to waste 

energy running or startling at 
something that is not a threat. 
So why do so many of our 
domestic pets become fearful 
of benign stimuli.  
 

Horses sometimes spook at 
an irregular leaf, dogs bark 
at people with hats and cats 
urinate in the house when a 
piece of furniture is moved.  
 
A psychologist called Harry 
Harlow studied animals    
solving problems and found 
that they learned faster 
when they had solved     
something similar before. He 
ca l l ed  t h i s  p rev io us         
experience òlearning to 
learnó or a learning set.  
 
A wolf puppy, for example, 
grows up within a pack he 

tries out lots of behaviours. 
Playing with other puppies, 
his mother, father, aunties 
and uncles teach him that if 
you bite too hard the game 
stops. He also learns there is 
a safe distance to wander 
f rom the den. Most          
importantly he learns that 
you can make mistakes and 
recover quickly.  
 
Our wolf puppy becomes 
more and more confident as 
he has more successes than 
failures. His positive learning 
set enables him to meet 
something he has never seen 
before and react in an      
appropriate way because he 
can compare it to something 
he has encountered before. 
He also develops a general 
strategy. If something works 
he will do it again, this is 
called a Win-Stay strategy. 

If he isnõt successful he might 
try something else, otherwise 
known as a Lose-Shift     
strategy.  
 
So letõs compare our wolf 

pup to a domestic dog. If our 
dog has a positive learning 
set that includes safety in his 
home environment, good   
associations with his owner, 
good associations about    
being stroked, laying down 
near the owner, the owner 
holding things (maybe toys or 
food), then being groomed is 
probably something he can 
enjoy. Compare this to a dog 
that left his mother suddenly 
and early, doesnõt live with 
another dog, finds some 
things in the house scary, his 
owner often asks him to move 
if heõs lying in the way. This 
dogõs learning set has      
prepared him to be fearful 
when the owner approaches 
him with a brush and asks him 
to lie down.  
 

 

The NAC has a concept 
called the Well of Negativity 
and we can use this to      
describe what is happing 
when our pet becomes     
fearful. Think of each event in 
the animals life as a drop of 
water, it may be clear 
( pos i t i ve )  o r  c loudy 
(negative).  é..  
 

A DOMESTIC 

PUPPY ,           

POSITIVELY  

LEARNING 

ABOUT HIS 

WORLD  
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ñAn important part of 

any animalôs survival 

is being able to 

recognise dangerò 

ñOur wolf 

puppy becomes 

more and more 

confident as he 

has more 

successes than 

failures.  
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é Maybe our horse        
suddenly bucked out on a 
hack, she has never done it 
before and there seemed to 
be no warning.  
 

As is common practice she 
was separated from her 
mother before a year old, 
she has had several owners, 
stayed at even more yards, 
spends many hours isolated 
in a stable, has negative 
associations with her tack, is 
often ridden without another 
horse and is fearful of many 
things outside of the yard.  
 

The walker on the other side 
of the hedge was the last 
drop in the well that made it 
overflow. We now realise 
that the buck didnõt come 
from nowhere.  The good 
n e w s  i s  t h a t  N A C             
behaviourists can show you 
how our horses, dogs and 
cats can be given a big   
positive surprise which      
enables them to change to a 

well of positivity, like our 
wolf pup.  
 

Sometimes our animals     
develop a fear of something 
specific. A fear is described 
as  an  app re he ns ion          
associated with the presence 
or proximity of an object, 
individual or social situation.  
 

This can be anything from 
vehicles, a member of the 
same or another species, 
particular people (like men, 
or people wearing hats or 
beards).  
 

A fear can be a serious     
welfare concern for an     

animal that canõt escape i.e. 
a house cat fearful of the 
dog, a dog fearful of one 
member of the family or a 
stabled horse fearful of the 
horse next door. A fear     

becomes a phobia once the 
reaction becomes conditioned 
(automatic) and does not 
cease with gradual exposure 
over time. Phobias can also 
become generalised, so what 
started as a fear of         
fireworks can include other 
noises as well.  
 

Once recognised and with 
careful avoidance of the 
triggers, Natural Animal  

Is there not enough room for 
the horse, so it has to step 
into your space to avoid 
something it does not like? 
 

If the horse scared is it a 
natural         behaviour to try 
and get close to whoever is 
near to them? 
 

If we look at horses in the 
wild, if feeling threatened by 
a predator or a perceived 
predator in their environment 
the herd of horsesõ will     
decrease the space between 
the individuals in the herd      
forming a much tighter group 
(1).  
 
 

 

Pushy or bargy horses can 
be frustrating, even scary. 
Susan Gammage explains 
why they may not just be 
being bad mannered.   
 

We have all been in the 
situation where a horse gets 
too close, and even         
sometimes treads on your 
toes, or in the extreme knocks 
you over. 

 

First we would have to look 
at the context in which the 
behaviour is happening. 
 
 

So this bunching up is a     
natural behaviour, the result 
of a threat, or perceived 
threat. 
 

We also know that when we 
are scared of something our 
field of vision narrows to 
concentrate on the object that 
is causing us to be fearful.  
 

Plus horses are designed to 
be able to focus on things in 
the distance and to have less 
ability to focus on objects 
close up (2).  
 

If a horse needs to focus on 
an object it will turn its head 
and possibly its body (2).  
 

 

Page 5  VOLUME 1, ISSUE 2 

Pushy Horses  
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So is this bad manners 

from a horse, or could 

there be another reason 

why a horse should act 

this way?  

Centre (NAC) behaviourists 
use techniques such as       
cognitive therapy and 
counter conditioning to help 
animals overcome these    
potentially debil itat ing      

conditions. 
 

Katerine Ewen 2009 
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So we should therefore     
question why our horse feels 
the need to get too close to 
us or inadvertently bumps 
into us rather than assuming 
that they are just being a 
pushy horse. 

 
Susan Gammage 2009 
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Zachõs Diary .. The Next Chapter é Learning 

A behavioural expert breeding 

her own horse hey! Take a look at 

the next stage of Zachõs Life - 

How our foals learn about our 

world. Katie B Wade continues 

her homebred coltsõ diary. 

 

After Zachõs birth, the herd   

happily settled in with this new 

addition, Annie a wonderful 

mother and the geldings brilliant 

peers.  
 

Using mum as the safety   figure 

from which to explore his new 

world, we begun to witness a 

unique character emerge,     

watching Zach learn and adapt, 

developing new skills daily.  
 

Lots of research has 

gone in to studying 

the way our horses 

learn (a) how to 

behave as horses 

should and (b) how 

to adapt to the do-

mestic world.  
 

Horses are great 

observational learn-

ers, learning without     

having to experience 

everything first hand 

themselves (1). The 

foal will learn how to 

behave like a horse 

from his or her first      

attachment figure, 

i.e. his mum. On 

many occasions we would wit-

ness Zach watching mum graz-

ing, to then try and mimic the 

pose, nosing the grass with knees 

bent!  
 

This is just one example, Zach is 

processing such information all 

day both when asleep and 

awake.  
 

After developing a sense of 

safety, learning basic skills, Zach 

became inquisitive of the other 

herd members.  Usually a foal 

would be practising these skills 

with other foals of the herd, but 

in this setting he had to adopt a 

bond with an older horse, a 

close friend of Annieõs, our 8 

year old Dartmoor pony Biccy.  
 

Biccy, was of great use for 

Zachõs early development,    

giving him another figure to 

observe and learn from,        

returning to mum to ôcheck inõ 

with.  
 

Alo ngs ide  observat iona l       

learning, Zach displayed other 

forms of associative learning.          

Habituation is an extremely 

simple form of learning, where 

there is a  decrease in response 

to a stimulus after repeated    

presentations (2) .  
 

To put this in context, Zach    

encountered a novel sound 

nearby his paddock. This novel 

sound initially drew both his and 

his mothersõ attention, being 

slightly   fearful as an instinctual   

reaction. However after some 

time, where the sound was    

constant but where there was no 

reinforcement of fear, the horses 

gradually learnt that this novel 

sound was not to be feared and 

continued their day-to-day   

activities. This diminished      

response is termed habituation.  
 

Our domestic animals need this 

gradual time to learn about our 

potentially threatening  domestic 

world. Giving the horse the    

freedom and time to learn   

positively setõs them up for life. 
 

Another form of associative 

learning involves trial-and-error 

learning or operant conditioning

(3), of which we witnessed a lot 

through Zachõs development.  
 

As a young foal  Zach had lots 

of questions about his world; 

é and so on. Although he had  

learnt a lot just observing mum 

and other herd members, he also 

learn t  d i rec t ly  by  the           

consequence of his actions. Zach 

would receive a positive reward, 

causing him to repeat the      

behaviour, or a negative      

consequence which would make 

him not repeat the behaviour. 
 

For example, eat piece of carrot 

from humans hand, pleasant 

reward, approach human for 

carrot next time.  
 

Or, really wedge my teeth on 

Biccyõs withers, get told off, 

donõt groom that hard again! 
 

We can continue all of these 

forms of learning throughout 

Zachõs life, equipping him as 

best we can so that he can cope 

with what the domestic world 

brings.  

Taking things gradually,          

allowing observation of other 

horses, using positive  reinforce-

ment, all contribute to the devel-

opment of a well    balanced 

horse.  

 

Katie B Wade 2009 
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ñOur domestic animals 

need this gradual time 

to learn about our 

potentially 

threatening  domestic 

world.ò 
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Do I eat this?  

Do groom this hard?  

Do I explore this?  



Does dominance have any      
relevance to our pet dogs and 
how we treat and train them? 
Susan Gammage discusses. 
 

To answer this, we firstly have to 
look at the definitions of the 
word. So what do we mean 
when we talk about a dog that 
is trying to be dominant?   

Do we think that they are trying 
to control us, take over? Where 
does the idea of a dominant 
dog come from? 
 

Early studies of wolf packs were 
used to formulate the idea that 
one individual could have total         
control over another animal, and  
this was needed to become 
leader of the pack. 
 

Theses studies where conducted 
on groups of wolves that were 
not in their natural environment, 
but in captivity, and the animals 
were not of a normal social 
family group that would be 
found in the wild.  
 

These studies showed that     
certain animals would have   
control over certain resources, so 
a particular animal would get 
first access to food and not let 
other individual eat, but would 
be aggressive toward them. 
 

Using the studies to define how 
our pet dogs react toward us 
and other dogs may not be the 
best way.  
 

New research on feral dogs 
shows quite a different story. 
 

These dogs show very complex 
relationships towards each other, 
they learn about each individual 
within the group and that their 
relationships vary within         

different contexts. They learn 

Two Is Better Than One é Cat Companionship 
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Adult females are the core of 
cat society (2). Social ties       
between mothers and kittens 
and between litter mates seem 
strong. The litter mates ties   
staying strong after they      
become juveniles. They postulate 
that "under ... the basis for the 

evolution of coalitions between 
male litter mates and/or similar 
aged relatives [exists]" (p111)    

resulting in the potential for cat 
society to have a similar social 
structure to lions.  
 

Interactions between cats have 
been the subject of relatively 
few studies. Aggression seems to 
be surprisingly rare, even     
between males during the 
breeding season (3,6). Males 
waiting their turn to mate an 
oestrus female without any  
aggression have been observed 
(1,6). Courtship being described 
by Liberg et al (2000) "to be 
like a queue of equals".  
 

One male with a high conflict 
rate "involved in 38 out of 64 
conflicts, observed " winning" all 
but two of them" and with    

This article continues from where 
Sue Gammage left off in the last 
issue, Carolyn Lowing explores 
the cat world.  
 

It is only very recently, in the last 
twenty or so years that re-
searchers around the world have 
recognised that while the cat, 
Felis catus can survive in the 
solitary state when food and 
other resources are limited, 
where these are plentiful social 
structures develop (1). 
 

One of the first studies         
demonstrating that cats had 
complex social relationships was 
made by Macdonald and Apps 
(1978) They observed a female 
cat joining her sister's nest, 
where there were already three 
kittens 18 days old. She lay 
down and gave birth to 5     
kittens, with the first cat acting 
as midwife. After which the two 
females groomed and nursed all 
the kittens over the days that 
followed. Since then, Macdonald 
and team have noted communal 
breeding often (2). 

Dominance : Control.  

Websterôs Comprehensive 

Dictionary.  

 

Dominant : most important 

or influential.  

Dogs and Dominance  

groups where there are        
sufficient resources for survival.  
When considering owning a pet 
cat, adopting a female with one 
of her kittens from the local 
rescue centre would seem to be 
the ideal. When introducing 
another cat to your home, take 
time to familiarise them with the 
other's scent before introducing 
them. (Introducing new pets to 
your home will be featured in 
fo r thcoming ed i t ions  o f         
Understanding Animals.) 
 

Carolyn Lowing 2009 
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outstanding rate of successful 
copulations "was observed to 
tolerate subordinate males   
mating females in his presence, 
and also to be replaced by 
other males during mounting 
attempts" (p138). Aggression is 
more likely to be shown towards 
unfamiliar cats that are not 
members of the colony (1). 
 

Some research has looked at 
affiliative behaviours such as 
rubbing and grooming. There 
seems to be good evidence that, 
apart from mothers grooming 
kittens, adult cats select close 
relatives and then cats with 
whom they are familiar for these 
social behaviours (4,5,1) 

We now understand that cats 
are highly social animals that 
prefer to live in co-operative  
 
 

how to interact and react to 
each dog on an individual basis, 
and over different resources 
within their environment. So, no 
one dog will control access to 
food, water or shelter. But each 
dog will have different resources 
that are important to them, and 
this can also vary as to the 
physiological state of the indi-
vidual dog, and to the dogs life 
history. Each dog will learn 
through social interaction with 
each other which resources are 
important or unimportant. 
 

A pregnant   female may have 
a greater need for water than 
another dog, and the other dog 
will therefore let the pregnant    
female drink first. The survival of 
the next generation is of the 
utmost importance to all. 

Maybe we can think less about 
having to have control over our 
dogs, but how can we teach 
them to cooperate with our  
requests?   
 

By using positive reinforcement 
training techniques, promoting 
fun, interesting and happy     
feelings in our dogs. 
 

Susan Gammage 2009 
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So what does all this 

mean to pet owners?  

So how does this new    

research help us with our 

pet dogs?   


