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A purring cat is a 
happy cat, TRUE or 
FALSE?

NOT ALWAYS TRUE!
A cat can purr for pleasure, for attention or food, or even for stress and 
pain!
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KEEP IN MIND






Purring is a demonstration of pleasure and of a "low level of excitement".

Purring also takes on an eminently social character.

Cat purrs in a specific way when asking for food from its owner.

Experts have listed purring as a possible sign of pain, although it's still rare.
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Cats are very popular with the French: according to I-CAD, the organization in charge of 
managing the national identification file for domestic carnivores, 7,231,498 cats were 
identified in France in 2022[1], versus 6,686,814 in 2020[2].

Purring is considered part of the cat’s vocal repertoire[7]. It is a way 
for it to communicate with its congeners but also with humans. 
While purring has been described in the scientific literature as a 
demonstration of pleasure and a “low level of excitement”[8], it is 
now clear that this is not its only function. 

Households that have a cat know it: cats know how to make 
themselves understood! It has also been shown that an adult 
cat has 21 different vocalizations[3]. It appears that the 
domestic cat is the feline with the most developed and 
complex vocal repertoire. Cats are even more vocal than their 
wild counterpart, Felis silvestris libyca[4].

The reason for such a complex repertoire has not been clearly established: did cats 
evolve in the presence of humans to communicate more effectively[5] or is it the result 
of the domestication process that led humans to select the most pleasant and 
communicative cats[6]?

Felines aren't the only animals that purr! Animals of the Viverridae family, which 
includes species such as mongooses, genets, civets, also have a purr similar to 
that of felines.

There is also a tendency to use the term “purr” for other species such as 
raccoons, although specialists believe that it is a slightly different purr from that 
of felines[9].

Did you know?

Purring, a search for contact
While cats may purr when alone and in a comfortable situation, or when rubbing 
against objects[10], purring also takes on an eminently social character. Indeed, it 
seems that purring occurs while seeking and maintaining contact with congeners or 
with humans[11].
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Adult cats purr when they want to maintain contact with a 
congener[15]. In this case, the purpose of purring is to help 
create and maintain a close relationship. This may explain 
why a female purrs when she licks her kittens or when she 
tries to court a male[16].

Some scientists also point to the fact that, during intra-specific interactions, purring 
might send a signal of appeasement, the cat then seeking to show that it is not a 
threat[17].

Concerning relationships with humans, it appears that cats purr 
when being petted or flattered vocally by a familiar person[18]. A 
cat may also purr when its owner returns after being away: the 
longer the separation, the more the cat then will purr[19]. 
According to some researchers, this indicates that owners have an 
important place in the social environment of cats.

Kittens know how to purr almost from birth[12] and use it when suckling, which may 
encourage their mother to continue caring for them[13], but also send her the signal 
that “everything is fine”[14].

We tend to think that cats are independent beings who feel loosely attached to 
humans. However, studies have concluded that there may be bonds between 
cats and humans, even though there is no scientific consensus on the matter. A 
2019 study concluded that cats exhibited the same major "attachment styles" as 
humans and dogs[20].

Did you know?

A particular purr to ask for food
It has been shown that cats can also purr when requesting food from humans[21]. 
Purring gradually becomes more pressing with an additional sound component, 
making the request harder to ignore, and therefore more likely to be satisfied (which 
certainly tends to reinforce such behavior).
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Researchers also pointed out that this sound component has 
frequencies “comparable to the fundamental frequency of a 
child’s cry”. Finally, the same study also suggests that owners 
know the difference between normal purring and that associated 
with a request, which is considered less pleasant and more 
pressing. 

In short!
Cats purr when they are well and feel a "low degree of 
excitement" but also in the context of cat/cat and cat/human 
interactions. Purring may even be a way for them to request 
food from their owners. Purring is in this last case slightly 
different, more urgent and less pleasant to the human ear.

Is purring a marker of pain and stress in 
cats?
Can purring occur in less pleasant circumstances? First of all, cats may purr when 
giving birth, between contractions[22].

Furthermore, it has been observed in veterinary practice that cats sometimes purr in 
a context of stress, pain or when they are close to death[23]. While we have not found 
large-scale scientific studies supporting this, case studies do report such a 
phenomenon[24]. Moreover, a consensus of experts has actually included purring 
among the possible signals of suffering, although it is believed to be rare[25].

The reasons for purring while in stress or pain are not entirely clear at this time. 
Some see it as a way to request attention and care[26]. Some also wonder about 
purring as a way of facilitating healing. As we sometimes hear about the benefits of 
“purr therapy” on humans, scientists have wondered if purring could help an injured 
or sick cat to recover. Although further research is needed on this subject, a 2001 
study[27] showed that the cat’s purr corresponds to a frequency used in therapy to 
promote bone growth, fracture healing, pain relief, reduction of edema or even 
dyspnea (difficulty breathing). 

4



In short!
If your cat purrs, it may certainly be in a state of well-
being, show its joy to see you, but it may also be asking for 
attention or food – which is more likely! However, although 
this is rare, it can also be in a state of stress or pain. In this 
case, only careful observation of all of its behavior will 
allow you to determine the reason for its purring. If it 
shows symptoms of illness (diarrhea, vomiting, coughing, 
sneezing, etc.), stops eating, seems listless, it may be time 
to visit your favorite veterinarian!

In conclusion

For further details
You can consult Anne-Claire Gagnon’s book (2020) Les chats, comment ils prennent 
soin de notre santé, Paris : Robert Laffont.
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