
CONSIDERING BEHAVIOURAL FACTORS WHEN DIAGNOSING FELINE 

MEDICINE CASES – SARAH HEATH 
 

Introduction  

It has been well documented that stress plays a part in the aetiology of feline idiopathic cystitis (FIC). 

Over recent years there has been increased interest in the condition and the interplay between 

behavioural and internal medicine factors in these cases. FIC can be very frustrating, for owners and 

for clinicians alike, due to the often chronic and recurrent nature of the condition and, in order to 

effect more successful long term management, specialists now base their investigation on 

consideration of the whole cat rather than just its urinary tract. FIC is just one example of the 

interplay between physical and emotional health in cats. There are many other disease states in 

which the presence of negative emotion and chronic stress play a role.  Stressors come in all shapes 

and sizes and comprehensive behavioural history taking is a vital component of investigation for 

feline medicine cases. It is important to consider both physical and social stressors and to gather 

information about the individual, the household, both in terms of people, cats, other pets and 

physical layout, and the neighbourhood.  

  

Gathering information about the individual  

As well as taking the usual signalment information for the patient it is also important to gather 

information about the individual’s emotional state and its emotional resilience. This will involve 

enquiries about the cat’s reaction to specific triggers such as visitors, noises, alterations in household 

layout and function and other cats, whether within the same household or in the surrounding 

neighbourhood. In addition to asking owners to describe how the cat initially reacts to any of these 

items or events it is also important to ask about their rate of emotional recovery and the strategies 

that the cat uses to regain its stable emotional state. For example when the cat sees a stranger does 

it approach readily, keep its distance initially and then approach, freeze, back off or run away. If it 

retreats how far does it go and where does it go to, for example does it leave the room or the house 

and does it seek elevated positions or stay at ground level. In addition how long does it take to come 

back, if ever. All of this information helps to ascertain whether the cat is emotionally stable or 



whether alterations in its environment, either social or physical, cause it to feel uncomfortable. It is 

important to differentiate between those cats for whom initial wariness is well within normal limits 

and recovery is rapid and uneventful and those for whom the anxiety of encountering change within 

the environment is outside expected normal limits.  

Obtaining a house plan  

One of the most helpful steps in investigating feline medicine cases from a behavioural perspective is 

to obtain a plan of the house and immediate neighbourhood. If a behavioural medicine specialist has 

become involved in investigating the case this plan may be obtained during a house visit but for 

most practitioners it is necessary to request that the owners supply the plan. It is therefore essential 

that they understand the elements that need to be included on the plan. The purpose of the plan is 

to help to determine the potential for entry and exit points, passage tracks and resource locations to 

play a role in creating stress for the individual and the plan will be considered in tandem with the 

behavioural history giving details about the social environment, both within the house and within 

the neighbourhood. It is therefore important to mark all doors, both internal or external, all 

windows and patio doors and any cat flaps or open  windows used for the purpose of the cat 

entering and exiting the property.  

In addition the plan should indicate the location of all feline resources, such as water, food, latrines and 

resting places and give information about which resource locations are utilised and when. In multi cat 

households an indication of which cat uses which resource station is also needed and if there are 

neighbouring cats that can gain access to the property it is important to also indicate whether any of the 

internal resources are being utilised by cats from outside the household.  Information about the time 

spent by the patient in specific locations in the house can also be useful, for example if the cat spends 

long periods sitting on windowsills looking out onto the garden or spends very little time in certain 

rooms in the house. An indication of the major pieces of furniture within the house is helpful in order to 

ascertain whether there are particular passage tracks for the cat and whether these have been 

disrupted or compromised in any way. 

 

 

 



 

 

Investigating feline social groups within the household  

When there is more than one cat within the household it is important to ask questions in order to 

determine not only how many cats there are but how many social groupings exist within the household. 

While cats may co-exist under the same roof that does not necessarily mean that they belong to the same 

social grouping. It is important to remember that cats do not have an inherent tolerance of feline 

strangers. Ideally cats will live with genetically related individuals so sibling groupings may stand the best 

chance of success but cats can also cohabit successfully with other non-related cats if they are introduced 

early enough and in the right way. In already existing multicat households it is important for owners to 

spend time observing their cats and looking for affiliative behaviour patterns such as allogrooming and 

allorubbing in order to establish how many social groups are living within the household. Observation is 

also useful as it helps to highlight some of the more passive manifestations of social tension which are 

often overlooked. Owners are more likely to conclude that there is social tension if there is fighting and 

hostile vocalisation but more passive behaviours such as staring and avoiding are also important signs of 

feline hostility. 



It is very helpful for owners to observe their cats over a seven day period and to record interactions 

such as rubbing, grooming on an affiliative behaviour diagram. Those cats that do not engage in these 

affiliative behaviours will find it stressful to be expected to share important resources such as resting 

places and entry and exit points.   

 

Affiliative behaviour diagram for 3 cat household with two social groupings –  

Bertie and Fred in one group and Alice in the other  

 

 

Grooming 

Rubbing 

 

Even when cats are part of the same social grouping the sharing of some resources such as food and 

water can be difficult. Once the number of social groupings has been established it is important to 

cross reference this to the availability of resources in the household and to do this in terms not only 

of the number of resources but also their locations.  
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Investigating neighbourhood relationships  

In addition to enquiring about relationships between cats in the household it is also important to find 

out about the feline composition of the neighbourhood. It is useful to know the feline composition of 

immediate neighbouring households and to find out when and where any specific encounters occur. 

Questions about the security of the patient’s house in terms of potential feline intrusion are 

important and details of visual access points will be needed to ascertain whether there is visual 

contact with other cats that could be contributing to stress levels.    

Relationships with humans  

Another avenue of investigation relates to the relationship between the patient and the humans in 

the household. If there are children it is useful to see the interactions that they have with the cat as 

well intentioned affection can sometimes be stressful from a feline perspective. Adults may also put 

more demands on the cat than is comfortable in feline terms and questions should be asked about 

how affection is displayed and how the cat reacts. In relation to interaction with strangers it is useful 

to get an idea of the patient’s reaction as well as the frequency with which visitors are encountered.  

Conclusions  

When treating feline medicine cases the potential for stress to play a role in its aetiology should always be 

considered. Long term success in managing these cases often relies on identifying those elements of the 

cat’s social and physical environment which could be contributing to its stress levels and then 

implementing appropriate behavioural and environmental interventions to deal with them. 


