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Behaviour problems in cats 
Behaviour problems in cats include behaviours that owners find objectionable, such as house soiling and aggression, 
as well as abnormal behaviours associated with stress or disease. As behavioural problems are a common reason for 
relinquishment or euthanasia of cats, resolving these problems has important welfare implications.

CAB Abstracts contains a wealth of information on the behaviour of cats, including normal behaviours, why undesirable 
behaviours develop, identifying signs of pain and disease, and environmental, behavioural and pharmacological approaches 
to problems.  

CABI’s CAB Abstracts database comprehensively covers hot topics that matter
CAB Abstracts sources the world literature to provide the complete picture on feline behaviour, including information on: 

•	 House soiling: Urinating or defaecating outside the litterbox 
is a common behavioural problem for which cat owners seek 
assistance from veterinarians. 
House soiling by cats: two case studies with contrasting 
behavioural diagnoses and treatment approaches. 
Companion Animal, 2018 

Common risk factors for urinary house soiling (periuria) in cats 
and its differentiation: the sensitivity and specificity of common 
diagnostic signs. 
Frontiers in Veterinary Science, 2018 

•	 Signs of pain and disease: A change in behaviour may 
indicate that an animal is unwell, but recognizing pain in cats  
is not easy.
How do we know they hurt? Assessing acute pain in cats.
Veterinary Record, 2018 

Measuring pain in dogs and cats using structured behavioural 
observation.  
Veterinary Journal, 2018

•	 Environmental requirements: Keeping a cat in a suitable 
environment is important for minimizing stress and reducing 
the risk of behaviour problems. 
Relationship among cat-owner bond, cat behaviour problems 
and cat environment conditions: a study with 1553 Spanish  
cat owners. 
Proceedings of the 11th International Veterinary Behaviour 
Meeting, 2017 

Evaluation of the relationship between cats and dogs living  
in the same home. 
Journal of Veterinary Behavior: Clinical Applications and 
Research, 2018 

•	 Treatment of behaviour problems: In addition to behavioural 
therapy, psychotropic medications and pheromone therapy are 
being trialled.
Tools for managing feline problem behaviors: pheromone 
therapy. 
Journal of Feline Medicine and Surgery, 2018

Advances in behavioral psychopharmacology. 
Veterinary Clinics of North America, Small Animal Practice, 2018
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DISTINGUISHING FELINE BEHAVIORS IN 
SHELTERS: STRESSED, FEARFUL, OR 

FERAL? 

Sara L. Bennett, DVM, MS, DACVB 
VCA Berwyn Animal Hospital, Berwyn, IL 

To start out, it is important to have some basic 
definitions for each topic we will be discussing. What is 
stress, what is fear, and what is feral? 

Stress can be defined as constellation of physiologic 
and behavioral responses that help an organism re-
establish homeostasis when some type of stimulus 
disrupts it. It can also be characterized as the sum of all 
nonspecific effects or factors that can act on the body to 
increase energy consumption significantly above a 
resting level. The body responds via the hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, which leads to a release 
immediately of sympathetic nervous system hormones, 
such as epinephrine and norepinephrine, and also 
triggers glucocorticoid release to occur moments later.     

Stress can be adaptive, helping an animal adjust to a 
given situation to help improve survival, or maladaptive, 
when the presence of the stressor becomes chronic and 
the animal is unable to return to homeostasis and the 
system remains activated trying to reach it.  

The stress response can also be broken down into 
three phases, the alarm reaction, the resistance phase 
and lastly the exhaustion phase. The individual 
recognizes the stressor during the alarm reaction, begins 
to respond to it during the resistance phase, and the 
exhaustion phase occurs when the stressor reaches the 
maladaptive point and body begins to show effects from 
sustained high levels of stress hormones. Significant 
physical changes can occur at this stage.  

Yet another factor to consider when classifying stress 
is whether the trigger for it is predictable and the 
individual is able to prepare for it, such as final exams or 
the onset of winter or if it is sudden and unexpected with 
little or no preparation to combat it available.1

Fear is the behavioral response to perceived actual 
danger, while anxiety is the reaction to a potential threat. 
The goal of the fear response is to protect the individual, 
to mobilize it to get out of harm’s way. Typical responses 
an individual could perform include flight, fight or freeze. 
Flight essentially is the option to run away and hide, fight 
is to defend oneself, typically with aggression, and 
freeze is to stop moving and hold very still in the hopes 
that the threat does not notice the individual. A fear 
response is a combination of behavioral and physiologic 
changes, including the above mentioned alarm reaction 
and resistance phase of stress.2 Cats are predators but 
can also be considered a prey species depending on 
context. Their keen senses make them very adept at 
sensing a threat or danger and are quickly ready to
escape or defend themselves. As all prey species are 
they are also hard wired to hide when feeling threatened. 
Most animals will try to retreat and hide if possible, 
before resorting to the physiologically expensive strategy 
of defending themselves. The choice a cat will make will 
depend on the availability of an escape route, the 
availability of a place to hide, the intensity of the fear 
trigger/ flight distance and previous learning 
experiences. Body language will typically be consistent 

with fear and high arousal (sympathetic nervous system 
activation such as dilated pupils, tachycardia, tachypnea, 
and piloerection). Learned helplessness is an interesting 
form of extreme stress, which can be seen during 
chronic stress or during the exhaustion phase. The 
animal typically has learned that its behavior has no 
impact on the situation around it. These animals are 
withdrawn and unmoving but will continue to remain 
vigilant for change, frequently scanning the environment.    

When applying the concept of stress to shelter cats, it 
is important to consider what things about the shelter 
setting a cat would find stressful. Social interactions, the 
environment and lack of control are some things that can 
have the largest impact. Being captured (either in a 
carrier or trap), the inability to run away, a sudden 
unexpected environmental change all occur. Along with 
that, unfamiliar people and/or other animals (both 
conspecifics and other species) are present. Several 
different stimuli affecting different senses occur with this, 
such as scents, visual exposure, sounds and proximity.  
In addition, the cat is handled during intake and 
processing (restraint, vaccination, deworming, etc.), and 
then moved again to another environment. This often is 
a small and barren space (2x2 cage) with food and 
water, resting area and toilet very close and nowhere to 
hide. Once the cat finally has the chance to settle in that 
space (rearrange it and cover with own scent) the next 
day, everything familiar is removed and replaced, 
leaving only unfamiliarity available again. The cat has no 
control over interactions with caretakers or other animals 
nearby, no control over the daily routine (feeding, 
resting, other activities), and cannot escape. 

Let’s now look at how the background and prior 
experiences of an individual cat can play a role in how 
each of those factors could impact the cat. To do this, it 
is easiest to define the different categories one might 
place a cat into.  

Social, friendly cat: A social and friendly cat is less 
likely to be as stressed by the presence of strangers and 
potentially other animals, depending on his prior 
socialization experience. Handling and restraint may be 
less frightening to him. Although he may still be very 
frightened and can show aggression in the shelter, he 
would be most likely to show social behavior and interest 
in interaction. He could be friendly and bold, a cat who is 
outgoing and solicits attention or friendly but fearful, 
being more likely to hide, try to escape or show 
aggression. 

Fearful, shy cat: A shy fearful but previously 
socialized cat may still be stressed by the presence of 
strangers and other animals and handling and restraint, 
but this would be considerably less than for our next 
category of cat. This cat can show significant fear and 
aggression in the shelter, but may be more likely to show 
interest in slow non-threatening social interaction, 
especially if given time to acclimate and the 
environmental stressors around him are controlled. 

Feral cat: A feral cat is the wild offspring of a 
domestic cat,3 one that has truly had minimal to no prior 
contact with people and will be fearful and avoid them 
their entire life. He will not likely allow handling by 
people. He will be most impacted by the presence of 
strangers, handling and restraint. Although he may have 
been exposed to a greater variety of environments living 
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