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Aggression between cats that live in the same household can be a very perplexing
problem for owners. As with human-directed aggression, intercat aggression is not a
phenomenon with a single cause but can result from a variety of issues.

NEW VERSUS ESTABLISHED CATS
A very common problem is the introduction of a new cat to the household. In gen-

eral, this is more easily accomplished if at least one of the cats is a kitten or juvenile. If
all the cats are adults, assimilation is facilitated if they are all well socialized to their
own species. Serious problems are most likely to arise when one or more adults that
have not been socialized to their own species are involved. Because these cats lack
appropriate experiences, they do not understand normal feline communication and eti-
quette and are likely to have intense and inappropriate responses to the sight of
another cat: they may run away and hide in fear, or they may attack in an attempt to
drive the other cat away from their personal space.

Nevertheless, introduction of a new cat is not simple or easy, even with well social-
ized cats. This is because cats tend to have very insular social groups that do not readily
accept strangers. Therefore, introduction of a new cat, even a kitten, to an established
group of cats with a stable social organization needs to be gradual. A new cat should
never be simply brought into the house and put in the same room with the established
cats in the hope that things will work out. Fighting is likely to ensue, generating classi-
cally conditioned fear and avoidance responses to each other, and may even trigger
conflict between cats that formerly got along well together.

Gradual introduction involves progressive exposure through the modalities of sound,
scent, sight, and touch. For most owners, it is easiest to start by placing the new cat in a
specific room with its own resources (i.e., food, water, litterbox, toys, resting site). If the
cat is disturbed by the relocation from its former habitation, or if there are health con-
cerns that require a quarantine period, this step may need to last several days. During
this time, the cats will hear each other through the closed door and can gradually
become habituated to the sounds of each other. Eventually, the locations of the resident
cat(s) and the new cat should be periodically switched, allowing them to become familiar
with each other’s scent. Other means of familiarizing the cats with each other’s scent
and exchanging scent can also be used. For example, bedding can be moved from one
section of the house to another, or the owner can use small cloths to gently rub each
cat on the neck, around the mouth, and under the ears, a process that cats appear to
enjoy if it is done correctly. Scent glands are located in these areas, and both species-
specific pheromones and individual chemical scent will accumulate on the cloths. The
cloths can then be left in various locations around the house. Using the same cloth to
rub every cat in the house may facilitate the development of a group-specific odor
among the individual cats.

Send comments/questions via email
editor@CompendiumVet.com,
fax 800-556-3288, or web
CompendiumVet.com.
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About This Column
Behavior problems are a signifi-
cant cause of death (euthanasia)
in companion animals. While
most veterinary practices are
necessarily geared toward the
medical aspect of care, there
are many opportunities to bring
behavior awareness into the
clinic for the benefit of the pet,
the owner, and ourselves. This
column acknowledges the im-
portance of behavior as part of
veterinary medicine and speaks
practically about using it effec-
tively in daily practice.

*Dr. Crowell-Davis discloses that she has received financial support from CEVA Animal Health
and Merial.
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The process of introduction is facilitated if any inte-
rior doors have windows or screens. Glass allows the
cats to see each other, while screens allow them to see,
smell, and hear each other. Thus, if possible, the cats
should be repositioned so that a glass or screen door,
rather than a solid door, is between them. At this point,
interactions at the door can be encouraged by placing
trails of treats up to the door on both sides. However,
interactions should not be forced—for example, two
people should not pick up the cats on either side of the
door and force them to face each other. It is important
to allow the cats to choose when they are ready to
interact, recalling that integration of an immigrant into
a group of feral cats typically requires weeks.

If interior glass or screened doors are not available,
alternatives can accomplish the same objective of grad-
ual exposure. Most cats can readily leap a single baby
gate; however, double-stacked baby gates will keep all
but the most athletic cats separated. Limiting the
amount a solid door can be opened is another option;
owners can place a narrow (1- to 2-inch–wide) wooden
block in the doorway and use a doorstop or heavy fur-
niture to keep the door from opening any wider than
the space produced by the block. It may also be possi-
ble to tie the door closed. Again, the narrow opening
allows the cats to see, smell, and hear each other. They
can even touch each other to a small extent (e.g., nose
to nose, paw to paw), but fights are not possible.

Sometimes, crates or cages are useful. However, they
should be used only for cats that are comfortable with
being in a crate. If a cat is stressed or distressed by being
confined in a crate, development of amicable relation-
ships with cats on the outside of the crate or in nearby
crates will not be facilitated. In fact, hostile relationships
can be produced as the other cats become associated
with distressing circumstances. If a cat is comfortable in
a crate, it should be provided with necessary resources
(i.e., food, water, litterbox, treats, toys) while confined. If
one cat is more self-confident and outgoing while
another cat is timid, the timid cat should generally be
left loose while the more confident cat’s movements are
restricted. This allows the timid cat to be the one that
decides to initiate interaction.

In the final stages of introduction, the use of har-
nesses, leashes, and human handlers can be useful.
There must be one human for each cat involved in the
introduction. As with crates, the cats must be familiar
with and comfortable in harnesses (see the box on page
545). The harnesses essentially provide a tool to initi-
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ate systematic desensitization and counterconditioning
(see “Classical Conditioning: Learning by Associa-
tion,” June 2006). The leashes allow the cats to be in
the same room but give the human handlers the mech-
anism to restrain their movement and pull them apart
if sudden, unexpected conflict should erupt. Each cat
should be placed in a harness and moved to a position
where it can see the other cat but is far enough away
that fear or aggression is not triggered. From this dis-
tance, each handler can countercondition his or her cat
by whatever means works best for that cat (e.g., play,
treats, petting). In successive sessions, the cats are
gradually moved closer and closer together until they
are allowed to directly interact. Curious or friendly
greetings, especially nose touches, should be rein-
forced, while the distance between the cats should be
increased if any fear or hostility is exhibited. Eventu-
ally, the harnesses can be removed and the cats allowed
to interact freely.

DOMINANCE PROBLEMS
Cats in a socially stable household develop dominance

relationships. If the cats are very friendly and sociable,
these interactions may be so subtle that the typical
owner cannot identify them. Sometimes they are obvi-
ous but not problematic, as when all cats give way to the
alpha cat, but the alpha cat is not aggressive unless chal-
lenged and only goes to desirable resources (e.g., food,
favorite resting sites) when it wants them.

Sometimes dominance relationships become a prob-
lem in multicat households. If a high-ranking cat starts
guarding resources for long periods even when it is not
using them—for example, sitting for hours beside the
food bowl or at the entrance to the one room in the
house with litterboxes—the simplest solution is often
to ensure that those specific resources are available at
multiple locations throughout the house. Some high-
ranking cats are bullies; that is, they regularly exhibit
intense dominance displays and aggression to lower-
ranking cats even when the low-ranking cat is clearly
signaling submission and is attempting to avoid inter-
action. This problem appears to be most common with
cats that were not well socialized to their own species
when young. Treatment of the bully with a selective
serotonin reuptake inhibitor, such as fluoxetine (0.5 to
1.5 mg/kg/day), along with close monitoring of social
interactions and persistent disruption or prevention of
bullying incidents can often be beneficial. If one or
more of the cats being bullied is extremely timid, treat-

ment of those cats with buspirone (0.5 to 1.0 mg/kg
q12h) often produces a decrease in fear and increase in
confidence that can improve the overall social dynamic
(see “Selecting Psychoactive Medications for Behavior
Problems,” August 2006, for further information). In
cases of significant dominance-motivated aggression,
the cats involved in aggressive interactions should be
kept totally separated when not supervised.

FEAR AGGRESSION
Fear aggression sometimes develops in households of

cats that have historically gotten along well together.
Triggering events leading to a classically conditioned
fear response may or may not be witnessed by the
owner. Fear aggression can be readily distinguished from
dominance-motivated aggression by signaling. Whereas
a cat motivated by dominance regularly stares at the cat
it is aggressive toward, often with its ears held erect and

Although most owners do not harness train their
cats, cats can learn to relax, walk, and play in harnesses,
especially if a comfortable harness designed specifically
for cats is used. When a cat is placed in a harness for
the first time, a typical reaction is to lie down and not
move. This is because of the novelty of the experience,
not because the cat cannot move or because cats cannot
be trained to accept a harness. If the harness is placed
on the cat and the cat is left alone, it will eventually
experiment with moving while wearing the device. This
step can often be facilitated by placing treat trails:
laying one treat right in front of the cat’s nose, another
an inch away, and so on. If the cat is motivated to
move, it is reinforced for its experiment by obtaining
the treats. Once the cat has become comfortable
walking around in a harness, a leash can be added.

If owners want to teach their cat to walk with them
while on a leash, they should use positive reinforcement
rather than negative reinforcement. Specifically, they
should never pull or drag the cat in the hope that it will
realize that walking along with them is preferable.
Instead, the owner should encourage the cat to go in
the desired direction by offering it treats. The treats
should be given to the cat only if it walks in the correct
direction. Clicker training with targets can also be
useful. Using this method, the owner must first clicker
train the cat by pairing the sound of the clicker with a
treat. Then the cat is trained to touch a target (e.g., a
dowel with a small ball on the end) with its nose.
Touching the ball results in a click and a treat. Then
the cat can be trained to follow the target.

Harness Training and Walking Cats
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rotated to the side, and walks with stiffly extended limbs
toward the cat it will attack, the fear aggressor will lower
its ears and head and lower its tail to the side of its
limbs (see “Understanding Cats,” April 2007). The fear
aggressor often tries to avoid the cat it is afraid of,
resulting in attacks only when that cat persists in
attempting interaction; however, it will sometimes
approach and attack the feared cat, apparently trying to
drive that cat out of its personal space. In some of the
worst cases, the fear aggressor will defecate or urinate as
it pursues and attacks the cat it is afraid of, further illus-
trating that the underlying motivation is fear. The main
components of treatment are as follows:

• Keep the cats separated when they are not being
supervised

• Give the fearful cat medication (e.g., fluoxetine) that
may have anxiolytic and antiaggressive effects

• Gradually reintroduce the cats using the techniques
already discussed for introducing new cats

PLAY AGGRESSION
Play aggression, which is sometimes directed at

humans, can also occur in intercat relationships. As with
dominance, inadequate or inappropriate early socializa-
tion can be a contributing factor. Normal cat play is fairly
rough, with pouncing, batting, and chasing. However,
appropriately socialized cats will deescalate when the
play becomes too intense. Problems develop when the
arousal of intense play escalates into a fight. When pre-
sented with cats that may have this problem, taking a
detailed history of exactly what the cats do in these situ-
ations is essential. Owners who are not familiar with
normal cat play may be interpreting normal play as
“fights” even though neither cat is being hurt and there is
no growling or hissing. If the play does sometimes esca-

late into true fights, the cats should be kept separated
when not supervised. When the cats can be supervised,
play should be allowed but must be disrupted in the very
early stages of escalation. Disruption can be accom-
plished in a variety of ways, depending on the individual
cats, such as rolling multiple balls past the cats, calling
them, going to the kitchen, running an electric can
opener, or having several humans distract the cats in dif-
ferent directions toward human-interactive play.

REDIRECTED AGGRESSION
Arousal-induced and redirected intercat aggression

can also occur. For example, if an unfamiliar cat comes
to an open window, the household cats may become
aroused by its presence but, being unable to reach it,
redirect their aggression onto each other. As with
human-directed aggression in this situation, the cause of
the arousal, not the aggression between cats, needs to be
addressed.

CONCLUSION
Intercat aggression occurs for a variety of reasons. A

complete behavioral history and medical evaluation is
necessary before diagnosing the cause of the problem
and devising a treatment plan.

• Aggression between cats can occur for many reasons.
It is essential to conduct a complete medical and
behavioral evaluation before diagnosing the cause of
the aggression.

• Socialization of young cats is important to prevent
intraspecies aggression later in life.

• Most cats do not readily accept strange cats into their
household, making gradual introductions important.

• In severe cases, medication may be required for
successful treatment.

Key Points


