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Calming an Angry Cat
BY RITA REIMERS

Just what makes a cat turn from inno-
cent angel to Tasmanian devil? There are 
as many reasons as there are cats, but it 
all boils down to a few main culprits: 

❉ fear and anxiety 
❉ under or overstimulation
❉ medical issues and/or pain
Let’s explore the anatomy of each 

and what can be done.

Fear and anxiety
You’ll see cats become fearful and 
aggressive when they are experienc-

ing fear or anxiety. From attachment 
issues that cause separation anxiety to 
displaced aggression that can cause 
a cat to attack, these cats are simply 
trying to protect themselves from the 
unknown and potential harm. Newly 
adopted cats, as well as your own cat 
buddy, can both exhibit this type of 
aggression.

Newly adopted cat anxiety: A 
newly adopted cat might exhibit this 
type of behavior once you get him 
home. In most cases, little is known 
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about the cat’s living situation prior 
to being adopted, and kitty is likely to 
become scared and confused about 
what’s happening to him.

Being moved from his home, placed 
in a shelter, and then being adopted 
into your home can be a traumatic 
experience. He will need time to adjust. 
He may react by hiding, and attempts 
to coax him out may be met with angry 
hissing and spitting, until he gets his 
bearings and begins to trust you. 

Current cat anxiety: If your cur-
rent feline friend begins acting fearful 
and aggressive, there could be a few 
reasons for his change in behavior. 
Changes in the household can cause 
insecurity:
✔ new people/animals entering or 

leaving
✔ outside kitties to chase off 
✔ moving to a new location 

Reasons like these can trigger your 
cat to lash out in unexpected ways. 

Many a couple have consulted 
me once they got married due to 
aggressive behavior their cat exhibited 
toward the new spouse. Fear and anx-
iety over a perceived lack of resources 
(their parent’s affection or the space 
on the bed, for example) are often the 
reason. Even a small change can cause 
a cat to freak out a little. 

One of my cats, Precious, once 
reacted aggressively toward me after I 
had my nails done. She started growl-
ing and slapping at my hand!

Under or overstimulation 
If your cat doesn’t get enough atten-
tion or even gets too much attention, 
he may become irritated. You can’t 
bring a new cat home and just leave 
him alone to make his life in your 
home. It’s a myth that cats are loners 
and don’t want to be bothered by 
people. But you have to balance your 
cat’s need to have alone time, too. 
After all, cats need those 18 hours of 
beauty rest!

Under stimulation: If you leave 
a cat alone and never approach him, 

S
pend a few minutes looking at social media, and you’ll agree: Cats are 
sweet, friendly, and cuddly. Until they aren’t. 

Whether it’s your own cat or a cat you’ve just met, it can be quite 
intimidating when a kitty becomes aggressive and decides to lash out. 

As a professional cat sitter, behaviorist and cat mom to many rescued felines, 
I have experienced more than my share of cats who act downright scary.
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Rita Reimers is a multi-cat 
behavior expert, author and 
owner of JFCATS.com, a feline 
health and wellness company. 
Get her advice exclusively 

by joining Club Cattitude at RitaReimers.
com. Follow Rita on Facebook, Twitter and 
Instagram @MultiCatExpert and on YouTube  
@RitaReimers.

yes, he may well become an aloof, 
unfriendly cat who never quite trusts 
you or his surroundings. He may 
become bored, under stimulated, love-
starved and decide to bite or scratch 
you should you try to touch him. 

Cats need consistent interaction 
with us and reassurance that they are 
welcome in your home — that’s what 
makes them feel secure with you. 
From the day you bring him home, the 
bond between you and your cat needs 
to be cultivated and nurtured, and 
your cat needs to be reassured of your 
love with consistent attention and 
interaction.

Overstimulation: Let’s say you 
did all that, and you now have a won-
derfully loving relationship with your 
cat — for the most part. Still, there are 
times when your cat may swat at you 
seemingly unprovoked or he bites your 
hand when you pet him, then runs off. 

This is a reaction to overstimulation. 
Your cat will give you subtle clues to let 
you know to stop touching him, but if 
you’re not paying attention you may 
miss it. Your cat bites as a last resort 

to ask you to stop. Also beware, if you 
haven’t had a play or snuggle session 
with your cat in a while, he could be 
bored, have pent up energy and may 
well bite you to get your attention.

Medical issues and pain
I clearly remember a behavior case 
where I did a follow-up with someone 
who initially consulted with Jackson 
Galaxy. This normally loving cat who 
snuggled up with his feline cohorts 
in the household suddenly became 
venomous whenever the other cats 
would approach. Jackson rightly asked 
that the cat be seen by a veterinarian, 
where it was discovered the cat had an 
unknown back injury. After taking over 
the consult on the case, the client dis-
closed that one of the other cats had 
jumped on the now-angry cat during 
playtime. This, we surmised, caused 
the cat pain due to his previously undi-
agnosed back injury. 

Pain can make a cat act in ways 
that are not his normal personality. I 
know when I am sick, I can get pretty 
short-tempered with people, because 
I just want to be left to rest and recov-
er. It’s the same for your cat, and the 
only way he knows to be left alone is 
to become aggressive to keep people, 
and other animals, away. 

When my cat Trouble had cancer, 
he had a change in behavior. While 
he didn’t get wildly aggressive, his 
normally docile behavior changed to 
one of isolation and growling when 
approached by his cat pals. Once we 
diagnosed the issue and got him on 

pain meds, he was his usual personality 
for the last months of his life.

Anytime you notice any kind of 
personality change, a visit to your vet-
erinarian is in order. It’s not uncommon 
that an issue assumed to be behavioral 
turns out to have a medical cause and, 
when treated, corrects the aggressive 
behavior.

How to help 
Help your cat through times of aggres-
sion by first pinpointing the root cause 
of the behavior. If it’s situational, medi-
cal or some combination of the two, the 
best way to correct the problem is to 
determine the source of your cat’s angst 
so it can be appropriately corrected.

A visit to the veterinarian, becom-
ing more aware of your cat’s body 
language, spending time with your 
cat and knowing when to let him have 
alone time will help your cat’s mood 
become lighter and happier. Use of 
medication from your vet, over-the-
counter herbal remedies, or a combina-
tion of the two, can also help calm your 
cat so he can be his old snuggly self 
again, just like all those cats on social 
media. Look, isn’t he sweet?! 

Stop  
touching!

Watch for these signs that  
your cat is getting too worked up:

Black pupils
Wildly lashing tail

Flat ears
Rippling skin 

Holiday aggressiveness and anxiety
While the holidays might be a fun time for us, those festivities might be a little too much for your kitty. Secure your cat in a separate room with toys, food and litter so he can chill and relax when having people over. Issues that can come up:
Loud parties  
and lots of people 
can make your cat 
anxious. 

Open doors  
might make him 
decide to dash out 
to get away from 
it all. 

Too many hands 
reaching out to 
pet him might also 
cause him to nip a 
few fingers. 


