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Abstract

The behaviors of pets and people that hinder owner reunion 

The majority of “stray” dogs and cats are loved missing pets, and they are a major contributing factor 

to shelter and free roaming pet populations. Most of these pets will never see home again, and 

progressive animal management and shelter leaders are asking, “Why?”. 

A primary factor is owners not knowing what to do when their pet goes missing and a secondary factor 

is finders not knowing how to locate the owner, or believing the pet has been abused and needs to be 

“rescued.” 

In this session, we will discuss the (surprising) behaviors of missing cats and dogs, and the most 

effective search techniques for each. We will also discuss what not to do including myths and popular 

beliefs that can do more harm than good. We will discuss the behavior of owners and how animal 

management and shelter staff and volunteers can best counsel them to find their pet. We will also 

discuss the behavior of finders who may mean well but do all the wrong things, further hindering a 

pet’s reunion with the owner. 



Introduction

In the U.S. and Australia, the majority of dogs and cats in pounds and shelters are strays. Still more strays are taken in

by finders, absorbed into free-roaming populations, or hit by cars. Why are so many of these once loved pets never found

and claimed? Two important factors are the behavior of missing pets and of their people. Knowledge and understanding

of these behaviors and how to work with them will lead to greater success in increasing owner reunions in your

community.

Pet behaviour

At the risk of stating the obvious, cats and dogs are different animals, requiring a different approach to find and bring

them home when they are missing.

Missing cat behavior

When counseling the pet owner in finding a missing cat, there are some questions to ask. See a full list of questions on

our web assistance request form. The first most important question is:

Is this an indoor-only or an outdoor-access cat?

Indoor-only cat

Indoor-only cats are likely to be found very close to home; in fact, sometimes they are stuck or hiding INSIDE the home!

They are most often found in or around the owner’s or an immediate neighbor’s home in the bushes, under the house, in

a shed, under a deck, or some other hiding place. When they get out, indoor cats tend to be quiet and fearful, and to

hunker down and not emerge, even to the sound of the owner’s voice. We have counseled owners on many cases where

they were calling and shaking the food bag right next to where the cat was hiding, but there was no response. We

recently assisted an owner in Chicago, Illinois with a cat who disappeared from her apartment. After searching the busy

downtown area and giving out flyers, “Flossy” was found in the neighboring apartment inside a piano! The owner and the

neighboring tenant had already looked and called for her near the piano, but got no response.

Indoor cats are in danger of being labeled as feral in a pound environment, because they are not socialized to other

people and environments and will likely hiss, strike, and display other “wild” behavior when stressed. This is why it is

critical to get them back in their homes as quickly as possible.

Outdoor-access cat

Outdoor-access cats are also typically found close to home, but farther than the indoor cat, sometimes 2-3 blocks away.

The reason for an outdoor-access cat’s disappearance is usually that he is ill or injured, stuck, or has been displaced

(chased by people, another pet, or a wild animal). “Curiosity killed the cat” is an unfortunately true adage that leads cats

to explore in places like inside a vehicle, in a tool shed or other building, or around outside obstacles. We recently

assisted an owner in Sonoma County, California, whose cat “Forest” became stuck between two fences and was found

by her neighbor, fortunately still alive. She had previously walked right by that area calling but got no response.

Sometimes outdoor-access cats, especially those who have been missing a long time, will turn up at other people’s

homes or in colonies of free-roaming cats. They will naturally look for things familiar and comforting to them like food,

water, shelter, and other cats. This is why it is important for people who notice a new cat to ask around and check lost

reports at their local pound and not make an assumption that the cat was abandoned.

The second most important question is:

Is the cat shy or outgoing?

http://www.missingpetpartnership.org/lost-pet-help/lost-pet-consultants/


Shy cat

Shy cats will hide and avoid people for very long periods of time. We have experienced many cases where cats hid for

days or even weeks and miraculously survived after being found, although with kidney damage and other medical issues

as a result of starvation and dehydration. This is why it is critical to get these cats back home as quickly as possible, and to

encourage owners to not give up. After days or weeks of searching, the owner may give up, believing their cat is dead

when he is still hiding (or stuck) nearby and in need of medical attention.

Outgoing cat

The outgoing cat may be vocal and approach people, even following them home. Because of this, he may travel away from

his own home then become disoriented and unable to find his way back. Such outgoing cats are in danger of being taken in

and kept by finders who mean well but assume the cat has been abandoned.

Effective search techniques

Physical search

According to Kim Freeman, the successful American Lost Cat Finder, the #1 effective search technique for finding a

missing cat is a physical search of the immediate area where the cat was last seen. Usually this will be the home, but it

may also be where the cat got out of a carrier at a boarding facility or the veterinary hospital, or some other location. One of

Kim’s cases involved a cat that hitched a ride on his owner’s car to the gym! The physical search must be at the cat’s level

and detailed, crawling through the garden, under bushes and decks, under the house. We must remind distraught owners

to remember safety first: never go on someone else’s property without their permission, search during daylight hours if

possible, have someone with you, and notify local law enforcement of your actions if there’s a chance someone may report

suspicious behavior. We are currently assisting an owner in Monterey, California, whose cat “Squeakers” escaped her

carrier and is hanging around evading capture in the area of her condo complex. She was surprised one night by a visit

from the police, who were understanding once she explained the situation.

Notify neighbors

The #2 effective search method for cats is notifying neighbors. This can be done by going door-to-door if safe and feasible,

making an announcement at a homeowner’s association or other local group meeting, and by distributing flyers and

posters. See these detailed instructions on effective posters on our web site. Be sure to observe local laws regarding these

materials. In the U.S., you cannot put flyers in mail boxes, so door hangers are a popular substitute. A Cloverdale,

California owner recently had two-sided small cards printed up that she placed under the door mats of her neighbors, which

after three weeks of searching brought her cat “Zant” back home.

Microchips

Many owners do not understand how microchips work. They think it is GPS, and they often don’t understand registration. It

is critical for the owners of chipped pets to call the registry to report the pet missing and to ensure that the registration is

correct. In the U.S. only about 50% of chipped pets are currently and correctly registered. If the owner doesn’t know where

the chip is registered, they can check Pet Microchip Lookup in the U.S. and Pet Address in Australia.

Bad advice, myths and scams

It is equally important to advise the missing pet owner on what NOT to do. There is no shortage of myths, bad advice, and

scams out there, and the upset pet owner will be especially vulnerable. Here is a list of the most unhelpful methods and

advice.

http://www.lostcatfinder.com/
http://www.missingpetpartnership.org/recovery-tips/posters-5555/
http://www.vistaprint.com/door-hangers.aspx?swsr=door%2bhanger&swsrn=0&rd=1
http://www.petmicrochiplookup.org/
http://www.petaddress.com.au/


1. The dirty litter box. This myth has taken on a life of its own with unfortunate consequences. Placing dirty cat litter

outside the home of a missing cat will do nothing to bring that cat home, but it can attract other -- possibly aggressive --

free roaming cats as well as nuisance wild animals. Every day we tell the owners of missing pets to stop doing this, yet

they continue because someone on the internet told them it would work.

2. Cats “go away to die.” This myth continues because owners find “proof” when their elderly cat disappears then is

later found deceased. What actually happens is that old cats, either injured or feeling sick or disoriented, will hunker down

and hide till they become so weak they are unable to return home. The danger of this belief is when owners give up

searching, their cat could be very close by, suffering and in need of medical attention.

3. The cat was probably killed by a wild animal. This unhelpful advice is often given out by friends and family of the

owner, but also sometimes by pound and shelter staff. While wild animals do sometimes kill pets, it does not happen as

often as people think. Without proof of death, the owner should continue searching. This U.S. study shows that, contrary

to popular belief, coyotes do not commonly prey on cats, and in some areas they coexist peacefully. We don’t have any

studies on Australian predators/omnivores, but will theorize that, like all wild animals, they must be opportunistic and seek

food sources that require the least amount of energy output and the least amount of risk. Fruits and vegetables, meats in

garbage cans, and pet kibble provide calories with little effort. Smaller prey like rodents, rabbits, and snakes are much

easier to catch and kill without injury than a cat or small dog.

4. Psychics. Desperate owners will try anything to get their beloved pet back, including calling psychics. We cannot

prove or disprove the effectiveness of psychic messages from a missing pet, but the danger is that we see owners fixate

on what the psychic tells them instead of pursuing other options. One case we handled in the past involved a psychic who

told the owner the cat was in a field that looked a certain way. The owner focused only on that and did not conduct a

physical search at home. She also did not check at the pound even though her neighbor had previously trapped her other

cat and taken it to the pound!

5. Scams. There are heartless people who will prey on distraught cat owners by claiming they have the cat and will

return it for a price. These are scams and should be reported to the police. If someone calls claiming they have a missing

cat, the owner should ask for photos. Today, everyone has a smart phone and can easily take and text a picture in

seconds. If they say they can’t, chances are they have never seen the cat and they are just looking for money.

Missing dog behavior

When counseling the pet owner in finding a missing dog, there are some questions to ask. See a full list of questions on

our web assistance request form. The first most important question is:

1. Is the dog an explorer or a runner?

Explorer

This dog gets out all the time and knows his territory. He appears confident, often following a prescribed route and

urinating at regular intervals. The explorer will usually return home by the end of the day. While this dog still faces dangers

while running at large, he is generally savvier than a house dog and will avoid people and keep himself safe.

Runner

The dog that is running scared is in great danger of being hit by a car. Often set off by a fright like gunshots, fireworks, or

other noise, he runs without heed and does not know where he is. This may be his first time away from home, and he will

be very skittish. Many dogs go missing right after being sent to a foster or adoptive home. They slip the leash, jump the

fence, or bolt out an open door. These dogs are at a disadvantage because they don’t know where they are and they

have not bonded with their owners. If they are naturally fearful or unsocialized like many of the dogs being imported to the

U.S. from other countries like Mexico, Taiwan, and China, they will be quite difficult to capture.

https://lostpetresearch.com/2011/02/coyotes-dont-eat-cats-very-often/
http://www.missingpetpartnership.org/lost-pet-help/lost-pet-consultants/


Unlike cats, dogs of all kinds can travel great distances, so the search must continue far from home based on verified

sightings and leads.

The second most important question is:

2. Is the dog shy or outgoing?

Shy dog

Shy dogs will hide and avoid people. They may growl or bite if cornered, so owners and helpers must be cautious when

approaching them. Sometimes the shy dog will settle down once captured and handled gently. Very important: they will

become more fearful if chased to the point that people cannot get anywhere near them, so the owner should ask helpers to

call with sightings and not attempt to catch the dog. This book, The Inside of a Dog, provides insight on dog behavior and

how much of it is influenced by genetics rather than the environment. This is important to understand because often pound

and shelter staff assume that a shy dog has been abused, when in fact he may be a loved pet with a naturally fearful

temperament.

Outgoing dog

Outgoing dogs are friendly and may follow people or get in cars. These dogs are easier to catch which gets them to safety

more quickly; however, due to their friendly nature they are also in danger of being kept by finders who mean well but

assume they are abandoned.

Dogs of all kinds are motivated by the need for food, water, shelter, and other dogs. In wilderness areas they are often

found near natural water sources or on trails where people and other dogs walk.

Effective search techniques

Neon posters

See our web page on how to make the most effective lost pet posters. Since dogs can travel far, putting up posters at

major intersections, especially at stop signs, will generate sightings. As the calls come in, the owner can perform a physical

search of the sighting area and distribute flyers to nearby homes and businesses. As described on our web site, be sure

the posters can be seen from a moving vehicle, and be sure to observe local sign ordinances.

Car window tagging

This is a highly effective method of spreading the word about a missing pet that will get a lot of attention and generate

leads or sightings. It is more appropriate for dogs than for cats because dogs travel longer distances, and tend to be more

visible, whereas cats are usually close to home and often hiding. Using water based “liquid chalk” markers, the kind used to

announce GRADUATED CLASS OF 2017, JUST MARRIED, or the like, the owner posts a brief message about the

missing dog along with a phone number on the vehicle’s rear window. Complete directions on the process can be found

HERE.

Internet posts

Internet posts are more effective for finding a missing dog than a cat since dogs can travel far from home and be seen in

another area. A large male Bully named “Blue” was posted on Facebook as available for adoption at a shelter in Sonoma

County, California, and was seen by a volunteer pet detective and shared with the owner in Lake County, over 100 miles

away! The happy owner drove down and was reunited with his dog who had been missing more than a month.

https://alexandrahorowitz.net/inside-of-a-dog
http://www.missingpetpartnership.org/recovery-tips/posters-5555/
http://www.missingpetpartnership.org/recovery-tips/how-to-tag-your-car/


Calming signals

As previously mentioned, dogs at large can become very skittish and run away from people, and chasing them will only

frighten them more. Becoming familiar with calming signals will go a long way in quickly and safely securing the dog. Some

pet detectives will sit down and loudly eat bagged snacks like potato chips, “accidentally” dropping a few on the ground to

get the dog’s attention. This is often successful, as eating is a universal language!

Humane trap

In cases where the dog is very skittish, especially if he is likely to be hit by a car or poses a public safety hazard, the

humane trap is the best method of capture. The owner should work with an animal management officer or other person or

persons experienced in trapping to ensure safety for both the dog and people involved. Traps should not be left

unattended, especially in extreme weather. The owner may need to set up a feeding station with the permission of the

property owner, and take steps to avoid attracting nuisance wild animals. Once the dog regularly visits the feeding station,

the trap can be set.

As with cats, the owner should be counseled in how microchips work.

Bad advice, myths and scams

It is equally important to advise the missing pet owner on what NOT to do. There is no shortage of myths, bad advice, and

scams out there, and the upset pet owner will be especially vulnerable. Here is a list of the most unhelpful methods and

advice.

1. Dirty laundry. Everyone is looking for an easy answer and a quick fix, so putting out dirty laundry and waiting for

your dog to magically return home is appealing to many owners. Unfortunately, this method doesn’t do anything the dog’s

nose couldn’t already do to find his way home. The harm in these “wait and see” methods like the litter box for cats is that

owners waste time waiting when they should be out searching, checking the pound, and notifying neighbors who may help

them.

2. Urinating. Yes, there are people advising owners to urinate around their homes so their dog can smell it and find

his way home. Again, a fundamental misunderstanding of how a dog’s nose works. Plus, the owner’s yard will stink and

their neighbors may call the police!

3. Psychics. Desperate owners will try anything to get their beloved pet back, including calling psychics. We cannot

prove or disprove the effectiveness of psychic messages from a missing pet, but the danger is that we see owners fixate on

what the psychic tells them instead of pursuing other options. Understanding typical dog behavior and using that

knowledge to make a search plan will go a lot farther than asking a psychic to ask the dog where he has gone.

4. Scams. There are heartless people who will prey on distraught dog owners by claiming they have the dog and will

return it for a price. These are scams and should be reported to the police. A popular scam in the U.S. is the “truck driver.”

A person calls the owner of a missing pet claiming to be a truck driver. They say they saw the dog and picked it up while

passing through town, but they were in a hurry so had to continue on their route. Now they are hundreds of miles away and

need money sent in order to transport the dog back home. If someone calls claiming they have a missing dog, the owner

should ask for photos. Today, everyone has a smart phone and can easily take and text a picture in seconds. If they say

they can’t, chances are they have never seen the dog and they are just looking for money.

Human behavior

Owner behavior

Sometimes the owner of a missing pet is his own worst enemy. 

http://en.turid-rugaas.no/calming-signals---the-art-of-survival.html
http://www.havahart.com/how-to-trap-dogs


Upset, not knowing what to do, and being given unhelpful advice by friends and family, the odds are stacked against him.

Add to that the need to work, care for family, and maintain other responsibilities, and it becomes more apparent why so

many pets go unclaimed. Here are some of the top owner behaviors that hinder reunion with a missing pet.

Grief avoidance

This is a powerful motivator. Most people cannot handle the feeling of grief which continues all the while as they search for

a missing pet. In the absence of a reunion, the only way to make it stop is to give up. Owners will tell themselves a story

about what might have happened, like, “My cat must have moved in with someone else,” or, “My dog must have been hit by

a car and is gone.” They tell themselves the story till they believe it, and it gives them permission to stop searching. The

timeline is different for everyone, with some owners giving up after months, weeks, or just days. The problem is that, while

the owner sits at home believing his pet is dead, the pet is actually still at large in the community or at the local pound

waiting to be reclaimed.

Timing

Timing is a huge problem for pet reclaim, especially for cats. Most owners will notice that their dog is missing right away,

and will start searching pretty quickly. On the other hand, owners often don’t notice that their (outdoor-access) cat is

missing for a few days, and sometimes won’t start searching for a week or more, believing the cat is just exploring the

neighborhood and will return on his own. By the time they visit the pound, the legal stray hold period has passed and the

cat could have been adopted, transferred out, or euthanized. Conversely, an owner may search for days or weeks, but for

one reason or another the pet turns up at the pound much later, after they have stopped looking.

Lack of support

No one likes grief, including the friends and family of the pet owner. Tired of seeing their loved one in distress, they will

encourage them to stop searching, tell them the pet is probably dead, “it’s just a pet,” they should just “get another one.” In

an emotional state, some owners will listen to this bad advice and stop searching.

Wasted energy

Knowing how quickly owners give up and why, you can understand how important it is to use the limited energy they have

on effective search techniques. People are often quite enthusiastic at first, but when the search techniques don’t work

quickly, they become disappointed and lose momentum. Wasting time putting out soiled cat litter and calling psychics takes

that limited energy away from techniques more likely to bring the pet home or at least generate sightings and leads.

Finder behavior

The behavior of finders also has a big influence on the likelihood of a pet being reunited with its owner. What that person

does within the first 24 hours can make all the difference. Here are some of the top finder behaviors that hinder reunion

with a missing pet.

Finders keepers

This childhood rhyme unfortunately becomes reality for some adults. Believing that a found pet has been neglected or

abused, they make no effort to look for the owner, keeping the animal or giving it away to another person. Some finders

believe that even a healthy looking pet is not “deserved” by its owners because they allowed it to go missing. They will

often give the pet a name right away, claiming ownership, and buy collars and other supplies. Other unscrupulous finders

will sell a puppy or other valuable animal under the pretense of “rehoming,” inventing a story of abuse and abandonment.

https://whatsyourgrief.com/avoidance-in-grief/


Lack of knowledge of shelter system, laws

While ignorance is no excuse for the law, most people, unless they work in the shelter system, do not understand how it

works. People who mean well often find a pet and post on the internet as a means of finding the owner. They may also

put up signs around the neighborhood and otherwise do their due diligence, but they don’t contact the pound, where the

owner may be searching. They may try for days or weeks to locate the owner, but when they are unsuccessful, they will

then bring the animal to the pound … after the owner has given up and stopped looking.

With all of these pet and human behaviors stacking the odds against owner reunion, it is not surprising that such a large

percentage of pets remain unclaimed in pounds and shelters, and in the community. Understanding these behaviors and

using them to counsel and assist both owners and finders will go a long way in changing those odds for the better.


