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Guide: Lost Cat Behavior 
 

What You Can Do 
One of the biggest problems cat owners face in finding their lost cat is 

focusing their search efforts by only posting lost cat flyers and by 

searching the cages at the local shelter.  

Although these techniques are important and should not be overlooked, 

the primary technique to recover a missing cat should be to obtain 

permission from all neighbors to enter their yards and conduct an 

aggressive, physical search for the missing cat (and to set baited 

humane traps there when necessary).  

Simply asking a neighbor to “look” for the lost cat is not sufficient! 

Neighbors are not going to crawl around on their bellies under their 

decks or houses to search for someone else’s lost cat! However, 

neighbors, friends, and even strangers will help spread the word, 

especially on social media.  

So try everything! Be Persistent! Tell everyone! Use the ideas in this 

guide to customize your search. 

For more help and information, go to PetFBI.org. 

Factors to Consider 
When a cat becomes “lost,” various factors influence its behavior. Be sure to take the following into 

consideration: 

Outdoor-Access Cats: “What Happened?” 

Cats are territorial. When an outdoor-access cat suddenly vanishes, it means that SOMETHING HAS 

HAPPENED to that cat to interrupt its normal behavior of coming home.  

The disappearance could mean that the cat is injured, trapped, or deceased within its territory. Or 

perhaps the cat was transported out of the area—either intentionally (by an irate neighbor who trapped 

the cat) or unintentionally (by the cat climbing into an opened parked van). Possibly the cat was displaced 

into unfamiliar territory—something as simple as being chased by a dog several houses away but in an 

area that the cat is not familiar with, causing it to panic and hide in silence.  

The investigative question when an outdoor-access cat disappears is: WHAT HAPPENED TO THE CAT? 
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Indoor-Only Cats: “Where Is It Hiding?” 

The territory for an indoor-only cat is the inside of the home where it lives. When an indoor-only cat 

escapes outdoors, it is “displaced” into unfamiliar territory.  

Usually they will look for the first place that will offer concealment and protection. Their instinctive 

response is to HIDE IN SILENCE because that is their primary protection from predators. How long they 

remain in that hiding place and what they do from there is dependent upon their temperament.  

The investigative question when an indoor-only cat escapes outdoors is: WHERE IS THE CAT HIDING? 

 

Individual Temperament: “How Does My Cat Normally Act?” 

Temperament influences actions. How a cat behaves when in its normal territory will influence how it 

behaves when it becomes “lost” or displaced into unfamiliar territory.  

Your search strategy should be customized to your cat’s temperament.  

Several ideas based on common temperament types are outlined next. 

 

Curious/Clown Cats: 
 

These are gregarious cats that get into trouble easily, run to 

the door to greet a stranger, and are not easily afraid of 

anything. When displaced, these cats might initially hide but 

then they will most likely TRAVEL.  

Your target search area: 

At least 5-block radius, likely more 

Factors to Consider: 

 Do not assume that the cat will come when you call! 

 The cat may get relocated/taken in by someone who 

assumes that it is a stray.  

What to Do: 

 Place fluorescent posters and flyers in the target 

search area.  

 Interview neighbors door-to-door, thoroughly 

searching yards, decks, and other areas within close proximity. 

 Use the 12 Step Action Plan from Pet FBI for more ideas. (petFBI.org)  

 Be prepared to search for extended periods of time and places. Your cat may find itself as a part 

of a new “home” 
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Care-Less Cat: 
 

These aloof cats don’t seem to care much about 

people. When a stranger comes in, they stand back 

and watch. When displaced they will likely initially hide, 

but eventually they will break cover and come back to 

the door, meow, or possibly travel.  

Your target search area: 

Nearby hiding places and neighbors’ yards, expand 

farther as needed 

Factors to Consider: 

 You may need to be persistent and increase search area 

What to Do: 

 Use the 12 Step Action Plan from Pet FBI for more ideas. (petFBI.org) 

 Search all nooks and crannies on your property and the neighbors. Be sure to get permission and 

interview neighbors door-to-door first.  

 Set a humane trap if these efforts do not produce results. 

 

 

Cautious Cat: 
 

These cats are generally stable but they show 

occasional shyness. They like people but when a 

stranger comes to the door, they dart and hide. 

Some of these cats peek around the corner and 

eventually come out to investigate. When displaced, 

they will likely immediately hide in fear.  

Your target search area: 

Tightly focused on your yard and neighbors’ yards 

Factors to Consider: 

 If not pushed (scared off) from their hiding 

place, they will typically return to the point where they escaped from or they will meow when the 

owner comes to look for them.  

 This behavior typically is observed either within the first 2 days (after the cat has built up 

confidence) or not until 7 to 10 days later when their hunger or thirst has reached a point where 

they will respond.  

 

What to Do: 
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 Do a tightly focused search on all nooks and crannies on your property and the neighbors. Be 

sure to get permission and interview neighbors door-to-door first.  

 Set baited humane traps. 

 Leave food, litter box, and the cat’s favorite clothes/blankets outside your door and see if it comes 

home at night. 

 Use the 12 Step Action Plan from Pet FBI for more ideas. (petFBI.org) 

 

 

Catatonic/Xenophobic Cat: 
Xenophobia means “fear or hatred of things 

strange or foreign.” Xenophobic cats are afraid 

of EVERYTHING that is new or unfamiliar. 

Their fearful behavior is hardwired into their 

character; it is caused by genetics and/or 

kittenhood experiences (nature or nurture).  

These cats will hide when a stranger comes 

into their home, and they typically will not come 

out until well after the company has left. When 

displaced, they bolt and then HIDE IN 

SILENCE.  

They tend to remain in the same hiding place 

and become almost catatonic, immobilized with 

fear.  

Your target search area: 

Local feral cat populations and locations away from humans 

Factors to Consider: 

 These cats do not do well with human contact (being held, petted, etc.) and they are easily 

disturbed by any change in their environment. 

 If they are found by someone other than their owners, they are typically mistaken as being 

untamed or “feral.”  

 Xenophobic cats that become “lost” are routinely absorbed into the feral cat population. 

What to Do: 

 Set baited humane traps. 

 Contact those who care for local feral cat populations (Trap-Neuter-Return programs, etc.). They 

may recognize your cat. 

 Use the 12 Step Action Plan from Pet FBI for more ideas. (petFBI.org) 
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For More Information 
 

Contact Pet FBI (Pets Found By Internet): 

petfbi@petfbi.org 

PetFBI.org 

5657 Godown Rd., Columbus, OH 43235 

facebook.com/petfbi.org 

http://www.missingpetpartnership.org/index.php
http://www.petfbi.org/
http://www.facebook.com/petfbi.org

