FELINE PRACTICE - BEHAVIOR

In recent years, diazepam has become the drug of choice of
veterinarians In the treatment of anxiety-based behavior
problems in cats. When used at the proper dosage, the drug
usually produces a calming or sedating affect; however, the
potential to produce side effects (e.g., defensive-aggressive
behavioral reactions) does exist. By keeping the medicated
patient away from other cats until the effects of the drug
wear off, the probability of an aggressive display is lowered.
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Introduction

Veterinarians frequently prescribe diazepam to
felines in their attempts to solve behavioral prob-
lems. In fact, in recent years, diazepam has be-
come the drug of choice to attenuate fear or an-

xiety-based behavioral problems. When used at.

the proper dosage, diazepam usually produees'e
calming or sedating effect In the patient. The risks
of using the drug are usually minimal; however, like

other drugs, diazepam has the potential to pro- -

duce side effects. The most common side effects
are ataxia, agitation (instead of sedation), excit-
ability, and increased appetite.'

A previously unrecognized behavioral outcome

(i.e., induced defensive-aggressive behavioral re-

action) caused by the side effect of increased agi- '

tation Is described. Veterinarians should be aware
of the risks of inducing this kind of behavioral state
in the patients they treat with diazepam.

Case Report

Two Burmese cats, Co-Co, a 6-year-old female,and *
her 5-year-old daughter, Cuddles, were presented for
a flea bath. Co-Co and. Cuddies were owned by. an5

attentive, middle-age couple. Both cats wers in excel-
lent health. Each had been neutered and declawed
The catswere kept exclusively indoors. Both cats were *

small; each weighed about 7 Ibs. The owners de-:

scribed the temperament of CoCo and Cuddles as,
outgoing and friendly. At night, both cats slept in the .

owners' bed. During the day, when the owners were

at work, the cats had free run of the entire house.

G

The owners said that incidences of serious fight-
ing between Cuddles and CoCo were rare. They
described the cats as very close companions, eat-
ing from the same dish, playing together, using the

~same litter box, and grooming each other.

Because the cats had never had a flea bath
before and because they appeared agitated and

..anxious, the veterinarian recommended sedating
- the cats with diazepam to help lessen any further

anxiety they might experlence Each cat was given
an oral dose of 2.5. mg of diazepam. On no prior
occasion had the cats ever been given this drug.
About 40 minutes after the drug was admin-
istered, veterinary staff personnel noticed a sig-
nificant increase in CoCo's agitation. She tried to
scratch and bite the technician as she was being

‘bathed. Moreover, she began to hiss at Cuddles, -
‘'who was in her’ proxrmrty Cuddles, In turn, started
~ hissing at CoCo. Veterinary staff personnel thén
“elected to separate -the ° "cats.  An .owner - was

phoned, returned to the hospital, and transported
Coco and Cuddles home in separate carriers.
When the owner arrived home approximately 20

,minutes latet,, lntense hlssing between the cats

ontlnued The owners ‘concluded: that the cats

jcould not be. safely put together and took the step
‘of keeplng the cats'ln different parts of the house.

" Over the course ‘of the next week, the owners tried

-to relntroduce the cats wuth little success. CoCo’s
hissing contlnued and this In turn elicited an ag-

) .‘gresslve/defensive response| in Cuddles. Aggressive
chases énsuéd ‘on several occasions. The owners ’

said that serious fighting would have probably hap-
pened had they not been there to Intervene
: Continued
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DIAZEPAM-INDUCED AGGRESSION

Discussion

A defensive, agitated behavioral state was in-
duced In CoCo as a result of the diazepam ad-
ministration. As noted, agitation, instead of seda-
tion, Is a known side effect of this drug. The dosage
of 2.5 mg may have been excessive given her small
size (the recommended dosage range s 1-2 mg).'
This may have exacerbated the reaction.

CoCo's agitation became directed to the most
biologically significant feature in her environment,
namely Cuddles. Subsequently, when the effects
of the drug waned, the reaction induced In CoCo
toward Cuddles continued because of the assocla-
tion formed while under the influence of the drug.
The fact that the assoclation occurred with Cud-
dles and none of the other countless number of
environmental features in which an assoclation
might have happened Is consistent with modern
learning theory that suggests that animals are pre-
disposed to connect only with the most biological-
ly significant stinfull in the environment.?

Inbasic learning theory terminology, Cuddles had
become a condition stimulus (CS) for the elicitation
ofthe conditioned fear response (CR) in CoCo. Con-
ditioning was made possible because the diazepam
elicited an unconditioned response (UCR) in CoCo
In the presence of Cuddles. The learned assoclation
which followed was enough to maintain CoCo's de-
fensive reaction (i.e., the conditioned response)
toward Cuddles (i.e., the conditioned stimulus) in
the absence of the drug.

Behavioral Modification Recommendations
EXPOSURE TRAINING

The owners were Instructed to visually expose
the cats to each other, first at far distances while
restrained in wire mesh cages. When not engaged
in exposure training, the owners wereé instructed to

keep the cats apart. As the cats reactivity to each .

other waned at far distances, the owners were told
to bring the cages closer together for longer pe-
rlods of time (up to as much as 3 hours). Toward
the end of each session, the owners were in-
structed to feed the catsin the cages. For this eaﬂy
phase of tralning, the goal was to bring the cats
very close together while In the cages for long pe-
riods of time without any reactivity to each other.

COUNTER- CONDlTIONING SESSIONS

- ever this happened, a food treat was proffered to

both cats, and the unrestrained cat was groomed
as a means of further reinforcement for non-ag-
gressive responding.

FREE-INTERACTION SESSIONS

The owners were instructed to place both cats
together in an unfamiliar room for brief periods of
time. Food rewards were proffered to each cat for
pro-soclal behaviors (e.g., friendly approach), and, i
needed, the owners were Instructed to immediately
punish (with a hand-held ultrasonic device) any hostile
actions. Assuming non-hostlity between the cats, the
owners were instructed to Increase the length of the
supervised free-Interaction sessions In the unfamiliar
room before allowing the cats to come together inthe
rest of the house on a non-supervised basis.

Conclusion

When diazepam Is used for the purpose of sedat-
Ing a cat, veterinarlans should be aware of the po-
tential for creating a situation like the one de-
scribed In this report. One simple precaution Is to
keep the medicated patient away from other cats
until the effects of the drug wear off. This would
lower the probability of a cat displaying aggres-
sion, and it would prevent the formation of a con-
ditioned response.

Outcome for this case was good. The normal
peaceful relationship between CoCo and Cuddles
returned In about 4 weeks. Success for problems
like this usually depends on three factors:

o the relationshlp the cats had before the start of

~ thefighting;

o how well-established the habit of flghtlng had be-
come before the start of behavioral modification; -
and

"o the effort the owners are willing to expend In an
" attempt to solve the problem.

The cumulative training time needed (in order to
‘accomplish the third factor), spread out over ap-
proximately 4 weeks, Is about 30 hours. Inthis case
-study, the owners were fully compliant in treatment
“procedures. ]
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Training continued by allowing one cat to roam : ' o

while the other cat was caged. The free cat was

encouraged to move near the caged cat. When-'
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