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What Your Cat is Thinking

Everything you need to know to understand your pet
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How to use this eBook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.

You can rotate your device to view images and tables as landscape.
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Preface

I HAD THE idea for this book one Saturday at the beginning of 2015, as I listened to ‘Lundström’s Book Radio’ on Swedish Radio’s channel P1. The programme looked into the future: what books will take over when the Nordic noir craze wears off? Several people mentioned a growing interest in books about our pets and how they behave. On the same day the newspaper Dagens Nyheter reported on a study about why cats are so fond of empty boxes. It was the most shared article on social media that weekend. A thought struck me: why not write a book that summarizes all the research into cat behaviour? My starting point couldn’t have been better: I’ve had the privilege of living with a cat almost all my life; I have a background as a scientist in ecology; and I’m used to extracting the essential information from the impenetrable language that researchers use. It’s important to me that study results also benefit everyone. It has been great fun to write about the multifaceted cat, and I hope that joy permeates this book.

More than half of all households in the Western world have a pet. In both Europe and the USA, the cat has surpassed the dog as the most common pet. In 2012 there were 90 million cats in Europe and 74 million in the USA. Our fascination and admiration for cats know no bounds; we only have to look at the massive numbers of pictures and videos of cats on the Internet!

Bo Söderström
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Introduction

CATS ARE WHAT they are and they behave as they like, wrote the Swedish poet and writer Aase Berg in her account of the cat’s role in literature. We humans try to understand the cat and how it perceives reality. What does the cat really think? Is it domesticated or wild? We share our fascination with felines with authors such as Werner Aspenström, T. S. Eliot and Doris Lessing. Lessing, especially, was an eagle-eyed observer of cat behaviour; her observations of how Rufus, an old fighter, took his place among the other cats in her home are a joy to read.

Just like many other cat lovers, I have a fair number of books about cat behaviour on my shelves. Why yet another book about cats, then? Most books about cats, regardless of who wrote them, are based upon the author’s own experiences of how his or her darling behaves. The interpretations might be correct in many cases, but cats are individuals after all, with varied behaviours. That’s why it’s more reliable to present the results from controlled studies of many different cats’ individual behaviours. Cats don’t behave wilfully. They show clear behavioural patterns, which are revealed through careful research studies. That is why this book is needed.

We are sitting on a treasure trove of research about cats’ behaviour. A simple search of the world’s largest database of scientific literature (Web of Science) reveals many articles about why cats do what they do. Unfortunately, these results are rarely released to the wider public from the researchers’ ivory towers. Researchers usually write for the benefit of other researchers in a complicated and impenetrable language. The public, though, has a hunger for this knowledge, as is shown by the impact of news articles that describe the results of cat research.

This book describes the most exciting research studies and their conclusions in an accessible way. You’ll get practical tips on what to do in order for you and your cat to get along better. I explain, for example, how you should stroke your cat to make it feel really good, and how to prevent your darling from scratching the furniture. My hope is that you will also become even more fascinated by your cat as you learn about its history and how it adapted to life with people. Was it the human that domesticated the cat or did the cat domesticate itself? How big a threat to wild birds, voles and mice is the predatory cat? What influence do cats have on our physical and mental wellbeing? By asking these and other questions about the cat, we can even learn something about ourselves along the way. I learned a lot while working on the book, despite having lived with one or more cats for most of my life. And the research I mention is hot off the press; some research areas have expanded hugely lately and a large number of articles have been written since 2010. Enjoy!


The science behind this book

When I undertook a search of scientific articles about cat behaviour in Web of Science, in February 2015, the search terms domestic cat and behaviour gave me 800 articles. I downloaded and read the summaries of all these articles from the database. They gave a good indication of the content, and I used this information to select the most interesting articles to read in full. My focus was on articles that piqued my curiosity. I read more than a hundred articles, through which I found even more articles that seemed exciting. I stopped at about 140 articles, which could be naturally divided into six themes that comprise the chapters of this book: ‘The wild in the tame’, ‘Your cat’s senses’, ‘Your cat’s behaviour’, ‘Your cat’s temperament’, ‘The cat and the human’ and ‘The cat at home’. I made three to six further divisions to create sub-sections within each theme.

The book has 30 of these subsections in total, which are based on results and conclusions from a variety of research articles: about 20 each for the sections entitled ‘The predatory cat’ and ‘Your cat’s health and wellbeing’, but just one each for the sections entitled ‘Tail in the air’ and ‘Hairballs’. Surprisingly enough, I didn’t find any exciting articles about the cat’s sight. Articles about sight focused on various eye diseases or the physiology of the cat eye. I wanted to spare you that. I don’t claim this book will cover all the cat’s various behaviours, but it was the availability of interesting articles that was conclusive. All the articles that form the basis for the book are listed chapter by chapter in the reference section at the back of the book.

The number of articles about our domesticated animals’ behaviours came as a big surprise. The scientific foundation for most other pets is even larger than that for cats. For example, more than 1,000 articles have been written about dog behaviour and 5,000 about horses. Much of this research from around the world has been funded by taxes. In other words, it’s you and I who have paid for it. It’s only fair that we get to see the results.

The number of articles published in scientific journals has increased dramatically in recent years. Not even researchers themselves have time to scan through a fraction of everything that is being published. There are both gems and duds. And it’s important to examine the articles critically to form your own opinion. Despite the system’s shortcomings, the scientific method is unparalleled: the theoretical basis and how the research will contribute to increased knowledge are declared; and the researchers describe what they’ve done to answer their hypotheses.

The media are sometimes a little too dramatic when they report on current research. Recently I saw the headline ‘Your Cat’s Evil Plan – it probably wants to kill you’ in Sweden’s most read newspaper. In this book you will get the background and can form your own opinions on the truth behind the headlines.

Most studies I mention in this book have been controlled experiments. In other words, they have randomly divided cats into a trial group and a control group. The researchers make all circumstances between the two groups as equal as possible, except for the factor they want to test. After that, they systematically describe behaviours or measure something within the two groups. The researchers then compare the outcome of each group with the help of statistics. This is why a large sample of cats is needed in each group, so that the cats with outlying behaviours don’t give a distorted picture of the group as a whole.

Different kinds of cats

The scientific articles that are the basis for this book described studies of different kinds of domesticated cats, and the researchers have not been particularly good at defining clearly what sort of cats they’ve been studying. To make it easier for you as the reader, I will use only three groups of cats in this book: the house cat, the farm cat and the feral cat.

The house cat lives in a household where the owners take responsibility for giving it food and shelter. It can live alone or in a group and sleeps in the home. The indoor cat is a domesticated cat that isn’t allowed outside at all, while the outdoor cat goes out whenever it feels like it. A mixed-breed cat is a domesticated cat without a pedigree, while a pure-bred cat is a domesticated cat that has one.

The farm cat is loosely tied to a farm and always lives in a group. It seldom or never sleeps in the home and receives food irregularly from the human. There’s obviously a sliding scale between farm cat and domesticated cat.

The feral cat may look like a domesticated or farm cat, but it is obviously not its appearance that is decisive here but its behaviour. Vets describe a feral cat as an animal you can’t approach in nature, and one that can survive without any human involvement. It may have been either born in the wild, without knowing humans, or previously domesticated but later abandoned. A captured feral cat may be aggressive, or it may cower and try to hide. You cannot handle a feral cat even when it’s captured.

Domesticated and farm cats mate more often with feral cats than one might think. The European wildcat also mates with domesticated cats in those areas where their domains overlap, and their offspring are fertile. The European wildcat can be found in Scotland, eastern France, Spain, Italy and large areas of the Balkans.
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