
A Guide to Picking a Kitten: Understanding Temperament 

Choosing a kitten isn't just about cuteness; it's about finding a lifelong companion whose 
personality aligns with your family. A well-matched temperament leads to a happier, healthier 
pet and fewer behavioral challenges down the road. Understanding the spectrum of anxiety, 
aggression, and playfulness is key. 

Before You Visit: Set Your Expectations 

● What kind of lifestyle do you have? Active? Quiet? Do you have kids, other pets? 
● What kind of cat do you envision? A lap cat? An independent explorer? A playful 

companion? 

Key Observation Areas When Meeting Kittens: 

Pay attention to how kittens: 

● Interact with their littermates. 
● Respond to human interaction. 
● React to new sights, sounds, and smells. 
● Play with toys and each other. 

 

The Temperament Spectrum: What to Look For 

1. Anxiety & Fear (The Shy to Stressed Spectrum) 

This temperament refers to kittens who are easily stressed, timid, or prone to obsessive 
behaviors when anxious. They thrive in quiet, predictable homes. 

Signs of Potential Anxiety/Fear in Kittens: 

● Extreme Hiding: Consistently staying hidden, even after a few minutes of quiet 
observation. 

● Trembling/Shaking: When approached or touched. 
● Wide Eyes/Dilated Pupils: Looking "spooked" or constantly scanning the environment 

nervously. 
● Flattened Ears: Pinned back against their head. 
● Cowering/Cringing: Retreating or flinching from gentle touches. 
● Excessive Vocalization (Whining/Hissing): A constant low whine or immediate hiss 

when approached, rather than playful vocalizations. 
● Lethargy/Lack of Engagement: Not curious, not playing, just sitting still and withdrawn. 
● Excessive Grooming/Self-Mutilation: (More common in older cats, but can start in 

extreme kitten stress). 



Breed Predispositions to Anxiety: While any cat can be anxious, some breeds may have a 
higher predisposition to anxiety or related stress behaviors: 

● Siamese: Can be very sensitive and demand attention. If not stimulated or left alone too 
long, they can develop stress-related behaviors like overgrooming or excessive 
vocalization. 

● Burmese: Highly social and crave company; can become stressed if left alone 
frequently. 

● Himalayan/Persian (Brachycephalic Breeds): Some research suggests their flattened 
faces can hinder their ability to communicate fear or pain, potentially leading to 
misinterpretations of their stress levels. 

● Scottish Fold: Can be prone to stress with changes in environment if not well 
socialized. 

What a Mildly Shy Kitten Might Look Like: A kitten who observes from a distance at first, but 
slowly gains confidence, peeks out, and eventually approaches when coaxed gently. This can 
be a sweet, rewarding personality for a calm home willing to offer patience and a safe space. 

 

2. Aggression (The Playful Nibbler to the Reactive Hitter) 

It's crucial to distinguish between normal kitten play and true aggression. True aggression is 
intended to cause harm or maintain dominance. 

Signs of Potential Aggression in Kittens: 

● Hard Bites: Drawing blood, not just playful nips. 
● Hissing/Spitting/Growling: Frequent and directed at humans or littermates without 

obvious provocation (beyond normal sibling squabbles). 
● Swatting with Claws Out: Not just a playful pat, but an intentional swipe designed to 

hurt. 
● Stiff Body Language: Arched back, piloerection (hair standing up), stiff legs, tail 

thrashing forcefully. 
● Pinning/Dominating Littermates Aggressively: Consistently bullying or truly harming 

siblings, not just wrestling. 
● Attacking Hands/Feet Viciously: Latching on and refusing to let go, tearing. 

Breed Predispositions to Aggression (often stemming from high energy or 
possessiveness if needs aren't met): 

● Bengal: Descended from wild ancestors (Asian Leopard Cat), Bengals have very high 
energy and a strong prey drive. If not adequately stimulated mentally and physically, they 
can display destructive or aggressive behaviors to release pent-up energy. 



● Siamese: While affectionate, their demanding nature and need for attention can 
sometimes lead to irritability or possessiveness if they feel ignored or their space is 
invaded. 

● Abyssinian: Known for being highly active and curious. If not provided with enough 
stimulation, their energy can manifest in undesirable ways. 

● Savannah: A hybrid breed (domestic cat x African serval), Savannahs have very intense 
play instincts and can be dominant or territorial if not properly trained and socialized. 

● Sphynx: While affectionate, some can become possessive of their owners and prone to 
jealousy, which can sometimes manifest as aggression if they feel threatened. 

What Normal Kitten Play Looks Like (and when it crosses the line): 

● Playful Nips/Bites: Gentle enough not to break skin, quickly released. 
● Wrestling/Tumbling: Kittens rolling around, batting, pouncing on each other. 
● Stalking/Pouncing: On toys, siblings, or even human feet (if redirected with toys). 
● Claws Sheathed (mostly): Claws are usually kept in during play, or only briefly 

extended for balance. 

If playful biting/scratching is too intense, it means the kitten hasn't learned bite inhibition. This 
needs immediate, consistent redirection with appropriate toys, not hands. 

 

3. Playfulness (The Couch Potato to the Perpetual Motion Machine) 

Playfulness indicates a kitten's energy levels, curiosity, and desire for interaction. 

Signs of Playfulness in Kittens: 

● Curiosity: Exploring new environments, sniffing, investigating. 
● Engagement with Toys: Chasing, batting, pouncing on string toys, balls, etc. 
● Interaction with Littermates: Engaging in healthy wrestling, chasing, and mock-hunting 

games. 
● Responsiveness to Play Initiation: Responding positively when you dangle a toy or 

wiggle your fingers (appropriately). 
● Agility/Energy: Darting, jumping, climbing. 
● Vocalization: Playful chirps, purrs, or meows. 

Breed Predispositions to High Playfulness (often requiring significant engagement): 

● Abyssinian: Often called "Abys" or "Aby-dos," these cats are known for their athleticism, 
curiosity, and high energy. They love to explore, climb, and play interactive games. 

● Bengal: Highly intelligent and energetic, Bengals are natural adventurers who love to 
play, chase, and climb. They need constant mental and physical stimulation. 

● Siamese: Very intelligent, vocal, and social, Siamese cats are known for their "dog-like" 
playfulness, often enjoying games like fetch. They demand attention and interaction. 



● Cornish Rex: These curly-coated cats retain kitten-like energy well into adulthood. They 
are curious, playful, and love to "help" with everything, making every activity a game. 

● Sphynx: Despite their unique appearance, Sphynx cats are extremely social, energetic, 
and playful. They crave attention and interactive play. 

● Burmese: Known for their "puppy-like" characteristics, Burmese cats are intelligent, 
highly sociable, and love to play games with their humans, often enjoying fetch. 

● Devon Rex: Similar to Cornish Rex, they are highly active, playful, and mischievous, 
with a desire to be involved in everything their humans are doing. 

Finding the Right Balance: An ideal kitten will show healthy curiosity, engage in appropriate 
play with both toys and siblings, and be receptive to gentle human interaction. You want a kitten 
who is active but also knows when to settle. 

 

Hands-On Assessment: Interacting with the Kittens 

1. Observe from a Distance First: Watch how they interact with each other and their 
environment without your interference. 

2. Approach Calmly: Sit down quietly and let them come to you. Don't chase or grab. 
3. Offer a Toy: Dangling a string toy or rolling a small ball can reveal their play drive and 

how they interact with objects. 
4. Gentle Handling Test: 

Pick them up gently: Do they relax, purr, or try to squirm away aggressively? 

Cradle them briefly: Do they feel tense or comfortable? 

Check their belly/paws (briefly): A very tolerant kitten will allow this. A mildly 
uncomfortable one might wiggle. A truly aggressive one will swat or bite hard. 
This helps assess future vet visit tolerance! 

5. Listen to Their Purr: A purr can indicate contentment, but sometimes also 
nervousness. Look at the whole body language. 

6. Assess "Stranger Danger": A kitten that is overly fearful of new people might always 
be timid. One that's overly bold and aggressive towards strangers might be a handful. 

Red Flags (Consider Avoiding or Seeking Professional Advice): 

● Consistently Hiding and Refusing Interaction: Indicates extreme fear. 
● Unprovoked Hissing, Spitting, or Hard Biting: Beyond playful nips, suggests 

aggression. 
● Extreme Lethargy or Sickness: Any signs of illness (runny eyes/nose, poor coat, low 

energy) should be a major concern, as it impacts temperament and health. 
● Overly Dominant/Bullying Behavior towards Siblings: Can indicate future behavioral 

issues. 



 

Important Considerations: 

● Individual Variation: Remember, these are general breed predispositions. Every kitten 
is an individual, and early socialization and environment play a massive role. A shy 
Siamese or an overly mellow Bengal can exist! 

● Socialization Period (2-7 Weeks): Kittens learn crucial social skills from their mother 
and littermates during this time. Kittens removed too early (before 8 weeks) may have 
behavioral issues. 

● Environment: Kittens raised in a stimulating, clean, and loving environment with plenty 
of human interaction tend to be better adjusted. 

● Littermates: Observing a kitten with its siblings provides valuable insight into its social 
skills and play style. 

● Shelter/Breeder/Rescuer Practices: Reputable sources will be transparent about a 
kitten's history and behavior, and prioritize finding the right match. They should be able 
to answer your questions about temperament. 

 

Bringing Your Kitten Home & Ongoing Care 

Once you've chosen your kitten, consistent positive reinforcement, proper socialization, and a 
safe environment are key to nurturing their best temperament. 

● Early Vet Visits: Schedule a visit with your primary veterinarian shortly after bringing 
your kitten home to ensure they are healthy. 

● Socialization: Gently expose your kitten to new sights, sounds, and people in a positive 
way. 

● Play Therapy: Provide plenty of appropriate toys and engage in daily interactive play to 
satisfy their instincts. 

● Behavioral Support: If you notice any concerning aggressive or anxious behaviors, 
consult with your primary vet or a certified feline behaviorist early on. Even if behavioral 
issues arise, conditions like stress-induced bladder problems or injuries from overly 
rough play might require urgent medical attention. 

At IAC Urgent Vets, we focus on providing timely, compassionate care for urgent situations. 
While we hope your new kitten grows into a happy, healthy companion with no urgent needs, 
remember we are here to provide immediate medical attention for any physical issues that might 
arise, whether from a playful mishap or stress-related symptoms. 

By taking the time to observe and understand a kitten's temperament, and considering any 
breed predispositions, you're laying the foundation for a loving and fulfilling relationship that will 
benefit both you and your new feline family member for years to come. 
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