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Social status aggression: what is it and how is it treated?

Information on the social structure and relationship between cats is continually being updated with new research.
Cats do maintain social relationships when living in groups leading to the speculation that some form of social
structure also exists. Social structures are often maintained with aggressive displays and actions. Some cats may
display aggression toward their owners or other cats when displaying assertiveness. This type of aggression is
infrequently described in the veterinary literature but is a consideration in those cats that bite or attack their owners
or other cats in order to control a situation. Since cats are now known to be a social species, it is not surprising that
some cats will assert their authority or leadership, when challenged by a subordinate cat or family member in the
home. Social status aggression in most cases is a complicating factor of other forms of aggression. Assertive
displays, soliciting attention through attacks or biting, aggression during petting, attempts to control the environment
by blocking access to doorways or refusing to be moved from sleeping areas, stalking family members, and threats
or aggression to owners when walking or passing by the cat, may be displays of social status. A diagnosis of social
status aggression is also a strong consideration when the cat attacks family members that have not assumed a
position of control and leadership but does not threaten those that have good control.

Attaining leadership over assertive cats must be accomplished without physical force and confrontation, as this
would lead to fear and retaliation. Take control of all rewards, and teach the cat that obedient and compliant
behavior is the only way to earn them. By teaching a cat that each play session, treat, or piece of food must be
earned from its “owners”, the cat will learn that the owner is in control of all resources and all that is positive.
Conversely, the cat must learn that its demands or attempts to control resources (attention getting behavior, play or
food soliciting behavior) must never be rewarded. An observant owner should be able to determine when a cat is
ready and desiring food, treats, affection or play. This is usually a cat that looks relaxed, tail up and pupils normal
size. Using a command or audible signal such as a bell, the cat can be trained to come to the owner and receive these
rewards. Once the cat learns to come or approach on command or signal, the desired behavior (e.g. petting) can then
be shaped by gradually making the task more difficult at each training session. (See petting aggression above for
details). Demanding, assertive, or any other forms of undesirable behavior should never be physically punished.
Inattention or walking out of the room often works best, but if this is not possible an immediate disruption with a
can of compressed air, water pistol, or air horn, should quickly deter the behavior without causing fear of the owner.
Another way to ensure immediate control without the need for direct contact is to fit your cat with a harness, and
attach a long leash when you are at home and supervising.

Learned aggression: what is it and how can it be treated?

Learning is an important component of most types of aggression. Whenever a cat learns that aggression is
successful at removing the stimulus, the behavior is further reinforced. Some forms of aggression are inadvertently
rewarded by owners who, in an attempt to calm the pet and reduce aggression, actually encourage the behavior with
patting or verbal reassurances. Pets that are threatened or punished for aggressive displays may become even more
aggressive each time the situation recurs.

Treatment with flooding is intended to teach the pet that the stimulus is not associated with any harm and that
aggression will not successfully remove the stimulus. With desensitization and counter-conditioning, the cat is not
only taught that the stimulus is safe, but that it is associated with a reward. (See handout #6 on Behavior
Modification: desensitization and counter-conditioning).

What are some of the other causes of aggression?

Aggression associated with medical disorders may arise at any age, may have a relatively sudden onset and may not
fit any feline species typical behavior. Some medical conditions can, on their own, cause aggression, but in many
cases a combination of behavioral factors and medical problems cause the pet to pass a certain threshold at which
aggression is displayed. Infectious agents such as rabies, hormonal imbalances such as hyperthyroidism,
psychomotor epilepsy, neoplasia, and a variety of genetic and metabolic disorders can cause or predispose a cat to
aggression. Painful conditions such as dental disease, or arthritis, and medical conditions causing fever, fatigue or
sensory loss might increase the pet’s irritability.

In rare circumstances, aggression has no identifiable etiology (idiopathic) and no particular stimuli that initiate the
aggressive displays. There may be a genetic propensity to aggression.
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