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Prof. Per Jensen was given the 2018 ISAE Creativity Award for his innovative work on the links
between epigenetics, domestication, and stress.

Per Jensen (Pelle) comes from a background in applied ethology, but has for a number of years
worked on the genetic basis for behavioural variation. Behavioural genetics is one of the least
travelled roads in applied ethology, and Pelle’s work on epigenetics, stress and domestication,
using dogs and chickens as models, has improved our knowledge on these issues immensely.

He has put forward the idea that epigenetic variation may have been a substrate for selection
during domestication. Epigenetics refers to chemical modifications of DNA, which do not
change the base-pair sequence. Such modifications affect how genes are expressed and can
occur as a response to stress, mediated by steroid hormones. Domestication, in this context,
offers an interesting framework of rapid evolutionary changes caused by well-defined
selection pressures. His argument, that ‘greatly improved understanding of domestication
may be gained from extending the field of behaviour genetics to also include epigenetics has
been arally-cry for more, and different, research into the processes involved in domestication.

Pelle’s group have been among the strong proponents of using epigenetic tools as an
alternative to other, more commonly used stress measures, such as cortisol, as epigenetics
makes it possible to evaluate past exposure to long-term stress (Pértille et al., 2017). Working
on theinterphase between epigenetics and behaviour has allowed Pelle to investigate genomic
aspects of welfare. The field of animal welfare, which, among others, concerns the way in
which animals respond to environmental challenges associated with stress, will also benefit
substantially by including new perspectives from epigenetic insights’(Jensen, 2015).

Recently, working with human-directed social behaviours in dogs, Pelle’s group found strong
associations between genes affecting social disorders in humans (Autism and ADHD) and
those affecting dog sociability and inter-species communication (Persson et al,, 2016). Not only
does this advance our understanding of dog domestication, it also introduces the dog as a
novel model for human social disorders.

Pelle has an excellent ability to convey the complexities of epigenetics to audiences from
different background. Tackling the issues of epigenetics and genomics from the angle of
applied animal behaviour, has given rise to new ways to apply the science of epigenetics. His
embracing both domestication and stress in this endeavour has given rise to synergies that
would not otherwise have come to light.
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