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Cat Communication.  What Are They Trying to Say and Why Won’t We Listen? 

Dr. Kari Mundschenk, Medical Director 

Cats are by nature solitary yet can be social if they choose, they are predatory hunters and 
naturally eat multiple, small meals during a day.  The purpose of the female was to protect 
their young, feed them, socialize them to their species and the species around them and teach 
them to hunt.  Females will guard their territory to assure adequate resources for their group.  
Males tend to roam around, hunt as needed and serve to keep the species going.   

The problem which developed was people got involved.  We brought cats in the house, gave 
them bowls of food (a necessary resource) and chose their friends, time of eating, social 
activities, etc.  Just as this does not always work for all human families, this can create a stress 
on our cats.   

We are not saying turn your cats out and don’t feed them.  Certainly, studies show that cats 
housed in confined situations live longer than those out on the loose.  Is it worth it to the cat?  
Many of the problems we see in cats are related to chronic “stress” in our cats.  Problems such 
as interstitial cystitis, aggression, inappropriate elimination, weakened immune systems and 
obesity certainly can be linked to the indoor life style we have created.   

The most important thing to learn is that CATS ARE MASTERS AT AVOIDANCE.  They 
communicate to avoid conflict.  Conflict occurs when the message is misinterpreted and the cat 
feels it has no choice but to act out.  This is very disturbing to the individual.  It takes them 
back to the fight or flight response.  With no choice, a cat will lash out. 

There are four (4) main categories of cat communication: 

• Tactile 
• Olfactory 
• Visual-postural and facial 
• Vocal 

Tactile communication is vital in maintaining social groupings and occurs between members of 
the same social group.  If owners learn to recognize this form of communication, it will help 
them understand the particular social relationship between cats living in the same household.  
Tactile communication includes allorubbing and allogrooming.  Allorubbing can be mutual or 
asymmetrical and not always reciprocated.  Oftentimes, this form of communication is 
misinterpreted by humans to mean the cat is hungry and is considered to be an important 
factor in the development of obesity.  Allogrooming is ALWAYS reciprocal and is often seen in 
post conflict situations and can also be seen as a precursor to play. 

Olfactory signaling is very important in feline society.  It is most similar to “email”.  It can also 
be thought of as a timesharing signaling for groups as it assists with keeping the population 



Bay  
 

7 6 0 1  D e l l a  D r i v e ,  S t e .  1 7  O r l a n d o  F L  3 2 8 1 9 ,  4 0 7 - 3 7 0 - 2 2 8 7  w w w . b a y h i l l c a t h o s p i t a l . c o m  
 

density down in areas of key resources (i.e. hunting grounds). The methods include rubbing, 
scratching (for scent reasons), urine spraying and middening.  It does not require sender and 
receiver to come into contact.  This is considered to be a long distance form of communication 
in which the source location is indirect and the signal cannot be easily modified once deposited.  
Therefore, the signals need to be accurate.   Olfactory signaling is very effective as a distancing 
signal and plays an important role in spacing of cats within highly populated areas.  It assists 
with avoiding unnecessary confrontation and is useful at night or in dense vegetation.  If used 
for security, it serves as a message board and messages will periodically need to be refreshed in 
order to assist with avoiding conflict and serving as a distancing signal. Problems develop in a 
domestic situation when deposits are made in our environment and we do not grasp what the 
cat is trying to say to us. 

Visual signaling is a medium range form of communication in which the source location is 
direct and the signal is very directional.  Changes can be made rapidly and messages can be 
modified but visual communication necessitates proximity.  This form of communication is 
primarily geared toward increasing distance between individuals and involves a combination of 
postural and facial signals.  Body posture gives a first impression of the cat’s emotional state 
and demonstrates levels of fear and aggression yet it is the facial expression which allows for 
fine tuning and gives the first clues to a change in emotional state.  Some cats can send mixed 
messages—always believe the face. 

It is imperative to remember that cats do not live in a hierarchal society and signals of 
dominance and submission are therefore irrelevant in adult communication.  It does rely on an 
understanding of the cat’s emotional state and that it may not be entirely honest.  This species 
is a solitary survivor and puts a great deal of energy in the avoidance of physical contact which 
may jeopardize its survival.   When cats are allowed to communicate at a distance, they can give 
an impression of confidence and physical ability which may be successful in keeping the other 
cat at bay and remove the necessity to have the complete truth exposed.  (ie similar to online 
dating vs. in person) 

The final form of cat communication is vocal which, in my house, is demonstrated daily.  It is 
similar to our use of the telephone. This form is a long range form of communication in which 
the source location is indirect.  Changes can be made easily and the message can be altered if 
not correctly interpreted.  This form of communication can be used to maintain distance yet 
also includes greeting and signals such as those used for mating.  It is also used extensively in 
cat to human interactions and is frequently conditioned through the delivery of both 
intentional and unintentional rewards. 

How does all of this relate to our houses?  Remember that cat survival is a solitary affair and 
self preservation is a high priority.  There is no need for co-operation within feline society in 
order to improve access to vital resources and hierarchical structure is not necessary.  One of 
the consequences of this is that the concept of turn taking is alien to feline culture and 
behaviors which are designed to induce submission have no place in cat to cat or cat to human 
interactions.  Last minute diffusion of conflict, which is so characteristic of dog interactions, is 
impossible within cat society and cat to cat aggression invariably results in injury once the 
threshold of physical confrontation is crossed.  In the cat, once the threshold is crossed, it 
takes a minimum of 30-60 minutes to come down so it is best to avoid the conflict altogether.  
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Even if they are solitary, there is some individual variation in the social interaction cats feel 
comfortable in receiving/giving.  Cat interaction is characterized by low intensity and high 
frequency interactions and cats are content to pass their owners or cat housemates on a regular 
basis and simply send a brief vocal signal in their direction.  In contrast, human social 
interaction is characterized by high intensity but low frequency interactions and therefore 
owner expectations of social communication between owners and cats and also between cats in 
the same household can be unrealistic.  One possible result of this misunderstanding between 
the species is that owners project their own need for social company onto their cat and multi 
cat households are formed.  In situations where the cats concerned are related to one another it 
is possible that social interaction will continue in a beneficial manner but when social 
compatibility is not considered the resulting situation can be extremely stressful for the cats 
concerned.   

The most important consideration in multi-cat households is the issue of social compatibility 
and while cats may co-exist under the same roof that does not necessarily mean that they 
belong to the same social grouping.  When cats are forced to share territory they have some 
fundamental behavioral requirements which include: 

• Free and immediate access to important resources when required (include but are not 
limited to watering sites, feeding sites, scratching sites, elimination sites and resting 
sites) 

• The provision of privacy (spacial and private)  
• The ability to escape from or avoid potential stress 

In many situations, these basic feline requirements are simply not met either by design of 
housing and furnishings or by a lack of desire of the owners and consequently cats in multi-cat 
households are subject to chronic low grade stress.  Overt aggression is certainly a possible 
manifestation of this situation but more subtle effects such as grooming disorders and 
depression may be evident and problems relating to freedom of movement around the house 
and to indoor deposition of urine are not uncommon.   

In summary, it is important to remember that cats are social yet their behavior differs from that 
of people and dogs.  They will naturally live in small groups of related individuals and avoid 
contact with other cats.  By understanding the needs of cats and their natural behaviors, we can 
modify the environment accordingly to manage multi-cat households in a way that effectively 
minimizes stress.  Two of the most useful rules in setting up of multi cat households are the 
selection of potential housemates, after considering natural cat behavior, and the restriction of 
the number of cats in any one household to socially compatible levels from a cat perspective.  
Paying careful attention to the introduction process is always important and the provision of 
sufficient levels of vital resources to allow individual access for all cats whenever they feel they 
need them will increase the possibility of cat’s co-existing successfully within a multi-cat 
household.   

 

 


