Understand Petting Induced Aggression in Cats — by Gemini & Mary Zupan

When Love Feels Like Too Much

You are snuggled up with your cat, they are purring, you are petting, and everything feels
perfect. Suddenly, without warning, your cat turns, grabs your hand, gives you a firm chomp,
and bolts across the room.

It can feel personal, but it isn’t. In the world of feline behavior, this is often called “petting-
induced aggression” (formerly known as overstimulation). It is one of the most misunderstood
feline behaviors, but it is actually a vital form of communication.

It's All About the Threshold
Think of every cat as having a "sensory bucket." Every pet, scratch, and touch adds a little
more to that bucket. For some cats, the bucket is large and deep; for others, it is much smaller.
When the bucket reaches the top, the sensation of being petted can shift from pleasurable to
overstimulating—or even physically irritating.

When a cat reaches that limit, they don’'t have the
option to say, "Hey, could you stop for a second?"
They only have their body language. If we miss the
signs, the "chomp" is their way of saying, **Argh! Stop
already!”

How to Be a Better Reader

You can keep your petting sessions painless by
learning to read the "pre-bite" signals. If you see these,
it's time to take a break:

e The Twitching Tail: A sudden, sharp flick or a
rhythmic thumping is a major red flag.

e The Rippling Skin: Keep an eye on the skin \ 5
across their shoulders or back; if it starts to twitch or ripple, it's time to recall your hand

e The "Look": If your cat suddenly shifts their head to stare at your hand, or their eyes
become wide and fixed, or they look at you out of the corner of their eyes: stop what you
are doing!

e Ear Position: If those ears start to rotate backward or flatten against the head, the
“chomp” is brewing!



The "Consent Test"
The best way to avoid a chomp is to practice “Consent-Based Petting”.

e Every few strokes, stop moving your hand. If your cat leans into you, rubs their head on
you, or nudges your hand, they are giving you the "green light" to keep going. If they
move away, look around the room, or sit still, they are signaling that they’ve had
enough.

The Human Connection: "Cute Aggression”

Interestingly, humans experience something quite similar, which scientists have dubbed "cute
aggression." Have you ever looked at a kitten, puppy or baby so incredibly cute that you felt an
overwhelming urge to just squeeze them, hug them sooo tight, or even give them a gentle
"chomp"?

That is your brain trying to manage an
excess of positive emotion. The difference
is that humans have "governors"— filters
that stop us from acting on those impulses.
Our cats, however, don’'t have those same
filters. When their brain tells them they are
at their limit, they react instinctively. It's not

malice; it’s just biology.

At C.A.R.E., we know that every cat has a different "sensory capacity." By learning to read our
cats’ body language, we can build deeper trust and ensure that our time together is a
“chompless” experience!
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