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Welcome everyone to 
this APBC webinar on 
understanding stress, 
anxiety and trauma in 
domestic cats.

I’m Amanda Campion 
and today, we’ll delve 
into the world of feline 
emotions to help you 
better comprehend 
these critical aspects of 
cat behaviour.
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Collating 
relevant 
information 
regarding 
antecedence



Collating the relevant information

So, this is more important than you may think. As a professional, we need to know 
everything that has gone before that could have impacted on the cat leaving it in 
its current state of mental being. This can be useful for:

The clinical practitioner

The shelter guardians

The behaviourist

The pet parent



Investigative process

An initial interview with the owner will reveal members of the household, 
ages, other pets and the hierarchy within the pet dynamic.

Fundamental questions compiled in a detailed questionnaire to include 
owner’s version of the issue.

Cat’s behaviour

The cats home environment 

Location and number of litters trays

Indoor or outdoor access. If so, how? Door, cat flap?



Collating the relevant information

Why do we need to know?

What could have caused it?

What if it is out of my control?



What constitutes 
stress in cats? 



Let’s begin by defining stress

Feline Stress can be triggered by various causes. 
It is subjective in every case. 
positive stress and negative stress

Stress is a response to a physiological, psychological or emotional 
challenge 

It is a state of mental or emotional strain.

Cats conceal their emotion innately 

A trigger can be an event, circumstance or stimulus that causes stress
Even a minor change in routine can be a factor in initiating acute stress for a cat.



Five emotional triggers

Acute or 
chronic stress Separation Acute or 

chronic Pain Fear Frustration



Frustration triggers;
• Containment
• Lack of resources, food, trays, play
• Overpopulated
• Inadequate housing
• Territorial guarding
• Unable to rest undisturbed



Causes of stress may include;

Environmental changes: moving, new pets 
or changes in routine, poor husbandry

Loud noises: Thunderstorms, fireworks or 
construction sounds, seasonal celebrations

Medical issues: Pain or discomfort from 
illness

Social stress: conflicts with other pets, 
frustration, separation, bereavement

Internal triggers: Hunger or feeling cold, 
already predisposed to stress



How stress affects 
the cat both 
physically and 
psychologically



Impact of stress on feline welfare

The potential consequences of prolonged stress in cats can be measured by;
• Physical health ( stress can exacerbate pain or disease)
• Emotional health 
• The ability to be able to behave innately

Health issues: Increased risk of illnesses such as urinary tract problems (FIC) (FLUTD) and lowered 
auto-immune system

Behavioural Problems: Aggression, withdrawal, or destructive behaviour, psychogenic Alopecia, 
pica-(stereotypic behaviours), house soiling /marking (facial rubbing or spraying)

Reduced Quality of Life: Stress can diminish a cat’s overall well-being 



Physiological signs of Stress
Panting

Inappetence
Dilated pupils/ facial expressions

Body posture
Salivation/ tongue flicking

Sweaty paws 
Loss of bladder control
Acute bowel changes

Lowered immune system
Piloerection



Acute Stress Physiological influences

Acute stress from a vet visit for example is less of a 
concern as the stress is soon over, but it can affect 

short-term physical parameters 

Heart rate
Blood pressure
Respiratory rate 

Blood profile results



Behavioural signs of Stress

Spraying marking indoors
Hiding 

Hypervigilance
Tense and unrelaxed (tail curled under)

Sham or defensive sleeping
Trying to escape/flight response (ground magnet feet)

Change of grooming habit
Anorexia

Lowered head and flattened ears
Muscle tension

Inhibition to play, explore and predatory function



A Tool to help diagnose Stress

The Grimace scale is used extensively to diagnose 
pain in cats through their facial and Body positions:

The app is available for smartphones…
Anyone can use it …

It’s Free! 
Encourages us to be in tune with our cat’s overall 

health and well-being…



Managing Feline       
stress



The stress bucket…
Stress Bucket Analogy (Brabben et Al, 
2002

The stress bucket will fill up with 
water, which is a combination of 
both short- and long-term stress the 
cat is exposed to. 

When the cat experiences too much 
stress or has difficulty releasing any 
stress, the water level rises 
significantly, and the stress bucket 
subsequently overflows. 

The tap represents the coping 
strategies which you can help your 
cat to release stress, and in this 
analogy- let water out of the 
bucket. 



Coping strategies

Create a safe 
space: offer a quiet 
secure area where 
the cat can retreat

Routine and 
Consistency: Stick 

to a regular 
feeding and play 

schedule

Environmental 
Enrichment: 

Encouraging innate 
behaviour, tall 

trees, scratchers 
and toys

Calming 
Techniques: Use 
pheromone or 
phytotherapy 

diffusers 



Managing the environment 
…….

Reducing the most common 
causes of stress such as:
• Ensuring sufficient opportunities to 

engage in natural behaviours
• Reducing conflict with other cats in 

the multi-cat environment
• Reducing ‘perceived’ lack of 

resources and competition. 
• Inappropriate /Abusive handling
• Poor and or inconsistent husbandry
• Allowing a state of poor health 

It’s our duty of care as pet 
parents to ensure our cats 

have a stress-free and 
happy life!



What is anxiety 
in cats and how 
does it differ 
from stress?



Anxiety

Anxiety is the prolonged state of unease or apprehension caused by a 
stressful trigger

It’s a chronic form of stress that has been left unchecked or unnoticed

If it’s not dealt with and recognised by the caregiver it quickly becomes a 
habitual state 

A cat can be in a constant fight-or-flight survival mode. 



Signs of Anxiety

Excessive grooming: Over-grooming can be a response to stress

Hiding: Seeking refuge in secluded spots 

Agitation: Restlessness, pacing or twitching, aggression

Changes in appetite: Overeating or inappetence 

Excessive vocalisation: periodic bouts of howling, repetitive calls

Destructive behaviour: Clawing, and litter tray habits may change

These may all be seen singularly or in any combination



What triggers Anxiety

Environmental 
Change: House 

move, new pets or 
territorial change

Separation: Fear or 
stress at being left 

alone, 
bereavement

Medical 
conditions: Pain or 

discomfort from 
undiagnosed 
ailments or 

illnesses.

Past Trauma: 
Triggered 

responses of a 
previous negative 

experience 



Strategies to 
support the 
anxious cat



Easing the Anxious Cat

What can we do to help a cat cope with anxiety ??? 

• Create a safe cat-friendly haven – secure and stimulating
• Routine and predictability
• Feed an adequate diet
• Husbandry- consistent and adequate
• Respecting boundaries – Intrusion, disturbance
• Environmental enrichment-toys, puzzles, play
• Encourage innate behaviours- tall perches, scratch poles, hiding
• Seek Professional Help – your vet-led team will be able to help or 

refer you to a behaviourist.



Feeding the Anxious Cat

Diet: Species-specific, 
anxiolytic diet, 

sensory edibles as 
treats

Bin the bowl: 
introducing foraging 

and innate behaviours 
to reduce stress

Encourage licking to 
release endorphins 
(happy hormones) 
Licky mats for dogs 

are excellent at 
facilitating this 

behaviour.



Trauma in cats



What are the Different types of Trauma

Physical Trauma 

Emotional Trauma



Trauma

We know trauma in cats often results 
from severe or prolonged stress and 

anxiety and it can be displayed as 
physical OR psychological or both and 

has long lasting effects. 

Signs of trauma include:
• Extreme fear
• Loss of bowel or bladder function
• Total emotion shut down
• Withdrawal from social interactions (anhedonia)



Four categories of trauma

Behavioural changes

Physical Symptoms

Vocalisations

Litterbox issues



How trauma affects the cat

Immune Suppressed 

Aggression Compulsive disorders (stereotypical)  Reclusive/hiding

Failed innate functions 

Inappetence Excessive vocalisation

(FIC) (FLUTD)                                            

Household soiling/marking



Strategies

Veterinary care

MEMO 
(multimodel 
enviromental 
enrichment)                 

Patience and 
Routine

Environmental 
support

Cat-led play 
and interaction  



Prevention is 
better than cure….



Case Study

Honey



Case study – Honey

Cats name- Honey  

Breed- DSH

Female neuter?

Age- approx. 3 years

Diet- Species specific wet and dry cat food



Honey 

Depositing urine in the 
home

Spraying around skirting 
boards and carpet in the 

main living areas
Hiding and unsociable 



Honey in hiding……



Honey’s ritual spraying

Spraying



Honey

Spray marking as a stress response

• Keeping other cats away, advertising their presence
• As a reaction to household triggers/stressors
• As a coping strategy, by increasing scent profile and giving 

secure perceived predictability over its environment
• This behaviour is seen in cats of both genders that are used 

to convey signals to other members of the same species 
and to create a safe boundary within their 
microenvironment.  



Treatment Plan

First stage 
management 

plan using 
MEMO

Vet visit as 
soon as 
possible

Approach and 
retreat 

socialisation 
techniques 

Positive 
reward / 
classical 

conditioning

Anxiolytic 
dietary 
support 

Anxitane (L 
theanine) is 
given  orally 



Honey in her safe space



Honey gaining confidence



Honey recently……
w in her catio



THANK
YOU!

www.kittysitty.net



Any 
questions?


