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Why Does My Cat Do That? Unpacking the Mysteries of Feline Behavior

Every cat owner has at least one moment where they stare at their pet, puzzled, and wonder, why does my cat do 

that?From kneading a blanket like a tiny bulldozer to purring while perched on a high shelf, cats seem to have a

repertoire of actions that can be both endearing and baffling. Understanding the reasons behind these behaviors

not only deepens the bond between you and your feline friend but also helps you spot potential health or

environmental issues early on.

This guide will walk you through the most common cat behaviors, the instinctual and evolutionary roots that shape 

them, health factors that can alter typical patterns, and practical strategies to manage and encourage positive 

actions. By the end, you’ll have the knowledge to answer that nagging question: why does my cat do that?

1. The Foundations of Cat Behavior

Cats are a blend of ancient hunters and modern companions. Their behavior is shaped by thousands of years of

evolution, where survival hinged on stealth, agility, and a keen sense of body language. Even domesticated cats

retain many of these instincts, which can manifest in ways that might seem odd to us but are perfectly normal for

them.

When you observe a cat doing something unusual, consider the following:

•  Instinctual drives: Hunting, grooming, marking territory, and social bonding.

•  Environmental cues: Light changes, noises, and the presence of other animals.

•  Health status: Pain, illness, or hormonal shifts can alter behavior.

By looking at the context, you can often deduce why your cat is acting the way it is.

2. Common Cat Behaviors Explained

2.1 Tail Flicks and Swishes

A tail that flicks from side to side or swishes rapidly usually signals agitation or excitement. Cats use their tails as a

compass to gauge their emotional state. A slow, deliberate flick often indicates curiosity, whereas a quick, stiff

swish can mean the cat is irritated or on high alert.

2.2 Headbutting and Chin Rubs

When your cat gently headbutts you or rubs its chin against your hand, it’s a sign of affection and marking. Cats

have scent glands under their chin and around the forehead. By rubbing these glands onto you, they’re claiming

you as part of their territory and showing trust.

2.3 Purring at Unusual Times

Purring is typically associated with contentment, but cats also purr when they''re anxious, in pain, or healing. If your

cat purrs while lying on a sore spot or after a vet visit, it could be a self-soothing mechanism or a response to pain

relief medication.



2.4 Kneading on Soft Surfaces

Also called “making biscuits,” kneading involves pressing your cat’s paws alternately against a cushion. This

behavior originates from kittenhood, when kneading stimulates milk flow from the mother. Adult cats knead to mark

territory, express comfort, or create a cozy spot for sleeping.

2.5 Scratching Furniture

Scratching is a natural way for cats to shed the outer layer of their claws, stretch their muscles, and leave scent

markers. If your cat is scratching the sofa, consider providing a sturdy scratching post and using catnip or toys to

redirect the urge.

2.6 Sitting in Odd Positions

Cats often sit in positions that seem uncomfortable to us but are actually efficient for them. A classic example is the

“tiger pose,” where the cat sits with its front paws tucked under the body and the rear end raised. This posture

allows them to stay alert and ready to pounce.

2.7 Bringing “Gifts” to You

It may be unsettling to find a dead mouse on your doorstep, but this is a natural hunting behavior. Cats bring prey

as a way to share their catch, teach their owners how to hunt, or simply to show affection by offering a prized item.

2.8 Vocalizing Loudly

Cats use vocalizations—meowing, chirping, yowling—to communicate. A sudden increase in vocalization can

indicate hunger, stress, or a desire for attention. If your cat meows persistently at night, it might be trying to get you

to open a door or signaling that it needs to use the litter box.

3. The Role of Instincts and Evolution in Cat Behavior

Many of the behaviors mentioned above can be traced back to the wild ancestors of domestic cats. For instance:

•  Hunting: Cats stalk, pounce, and stalk prey even when food is abundant. This instinct keeps them mentally 

stimulated.

•  Marking territory: Scent glands in the paws, chin, and cheeks allow cats to claim and defend space.

•  Social bonding: Grooming and headbutting are ways to reinforce group cohesion.

Understanding these evolutionary roots helps explain why certain behaviors persist in domesticated cats. When 

you ask, why does my cat do that?, consider the instinct behind the action.

4. Health Factors That Influence Cat Behavior

4.1 Pain or Discomfort

Behavioral changes are often the first indicator of pain. Look for signs such as:

•  Reluctance to jump or climb stairs.

•  Hiding or avoiding interaction.

•  Excessive grooming of a specific area.

Regular veterinary check-ups can catch conditions like arthritis, dental disease, or kidney issues before they

become severe.

4.2 Cognitive Decline

Senior cats can develop feline cognitive dysfunction (FCD), similar to dementia in humans. Symptoms include



disorientation, changes in sleeping patterns, and increased vocalization. If you notice these changes, discuss them

with your vet for potential treatment options.

4.3 Hormonal Changes

Spayed or neutered cats may still exhibit certain behaviors due to residual hormones. Unspayed females may

display “heat” behaviors such as increased vocalization or rubbing against objects. Male cats may spray urine to

mark territory if not neutered.

4.4 Parasites and Infections

Parasites like fleas or worms can cause itching and discomfort, leading to excessive scratching or licking. Likewise,

infections—such as urinary tract infections—can prompt changes in litter box habits or increased aggression.

5. Environmental Triggers and Stress

Modern households are full of stimuli that can affect a cat’s mood:

•  New pets or family members: The presence of unfamiliar animals or people can cause anxiety.

•  Changes in routine: Moving to a new home or altering feeding times can unsettle a cat.

•  Noise: Loud traffic, construction, or fireworks may trigger defensive behaviors.

Providing a stable environment, using pheromone diffusers, and establishing consistent routines can help reduce

stress.

6. Training and Positive Reinforcement

While cats are naturally independent, they can learn desired behaviors through consistent reinforcement:

1.  Use treats as rewards: When your cat performs a desired action—like using a scratching post—offer a small 

treat immediately.

2.  Clicker training: A clicker signals to the cat that a correct behavior has occurred, followed by a treat.

3.  Redirect unwanted behavior: If your cat claws the sofa, gently move it to a scratching post and praise it for 

using the new spot.

4.  Consistency is key: Ensure all family members use the same signals and rewards.

Patience and positive reinforcement create a trusting relationship and encourage good habits.

7. How to Interpret Cat Body Language

Decoding body language is essential to answering the question, why does my cat do that?Here are some key

signals:

•  Eyes: Slow blinking means trust; wide eyes can indicate fear or excitement.

•  Ears: Forward ears signal interest; flattened ears suggest aggression or fear.

•  Whiskers: Forward whiskers show curiosity; whiskers pulled back indicate threat.

•  Tail: Raised tail is confidence; puffed tail signals fear or threat.

•  Body posture: Rigid posture indicates alertness; a relaxed body shows contentment.

By observing these cues, you can respond appropriately and prevent misunderstandings.

8. When to Seek Veterinary Advice

While many behaviors are harmless, certain signs warrant a professional opinion:



•  Sudden changes in appetite or weight.

•  Persistent vomiting or diarrhea.

•  Increased aggression or fear.

•  Disorientation or confusion.

•  Changes in litter box usage.

Early detection of health issues often leads to better outcomes. A vet can conduct examinations, recommend

diagnostics, and prescribe treatments to restore your cat’s comfort.

9. Tips for Managing Unwanted Behaviors

•  Provide enrichment: Rotate toys, offer puzzle feeders, and create vertical spaces.

•  Use deterrents: Double-sided tape on furniture or citrus-scented sprays can discourage scratching.

•  Offer alternatives: Place scratching posts near favorite spots.

•  Maintain a calm environment: Reduce loud noises and provide a quiet retreat.

•  Regular grooming: Brushing reduces shedding and helps you spot skin issues early.

By addressing the root cause—whether it’s boredom, stress, or discomfort—you can reduce unwanted actions and

promote healthy habits.

Conclusion
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