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People who feed cats that they do not perceive they own (sometimes called semi-owners)
are thought to make a considerable contribution to unwanted cat numbers because the cats
they support are generally not sterilized. Understanding people’s perception of cat ownership and the psychology underlying cat semi-ownership could inform approaches to mitigate the negative effects of cat semi-ownership. The primary aims of this study were to
investigate cat ownership perception and to examine its association with human-cat interactions and caretaking behaviours. A secondary aim was to evaluate a definition of cat semiownership (including an association time of 1 month and frequent feeding), revised from a
previous definition proposed in the literature to distinguish cat semi-ownership from casual
interactions with unowned cats. Cat owners and semi-owners displayed similar types of
interactions and caretaking behaviours. Nevertheless, caretaking behaviours were more
commonly displayed towards owned cats than semi-owned cats, and semi-owned cats
were more likely to have produced kittens (p<0.01). All interactions and caretaking behaviours were more likely to be displayed towards cats in semi-ownership relationships compared to casual interaction relationships. Determinants of cat ownership perception were
identified (p<0.05) and included association time, attachment, perceived cat friendliness
and health, and feelings about unowned cats, including the acceptability of feeding
unowned cats. Encouraging semi-owners to have the cats they care for sterilized may assist
in reducing the number of unwanted kittens and could be a valuable alternative to trying to
prevent semi-ownership entirely. Highly accessible semi-owner “gatekeepers” could help to
deliver education messages and facilitate the provision of cat sterilization services to semiowners. This research enabled semi-ownership to be distinguished from casual interaction
relationships and can assist welfare and government agencies to identify cat semi-owners
in order to develop strategies to address this source of unwanted cats.
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Introduction
There are large numbers of unwanted cats in many communities. This is a serious problem as
many thousands of unwanted cats are euthanized every year [1], unwanted cats often experience poor welfare [2], and management of unwanted cats results in considerable costs to the
community [1,3]. Many researchers have identified that humans providing resources, particularly food, to unsterilized and unconfined cats they do not own, promotes excess breeding and
is likely to contribute substantially to the unwanted cat problem [2,4,5,6]. People who engage
in this activity with specific cats are referred to by some authors as “cat semi-owners” [2,7].
Toukhsati et al. [2] define semi-owners as people who feed or provide care to a cat for which
they do not perceive ownership. Cat semi-ownership in the community is reported to be relatively common (10–22%) in many countries including Australia [2], Ireland [8], Italy [9], Thailand [5] and the USA [4,10] and is thought to make a considerable contribution to the creation
and maintenance of unwanted cat populations although direct evidence of this has not been
reported [2,5,11]. A number of authors have also reported on the contribution of cat semiownership to cats entering shelters [1,12,13]. A recent Australian study identified that a third
of cats surrendered to the participating animal shelters as “stray” were, in fact, semi-owned
[14]. In another Australian study it was suggested that a large proportion of “stray” cats surrendered to the study shelter by the general public were semi-owned based on their weight and
sociability (approximately 82% of “stray” cats were of optimal weight or overweight and
approximately a quarter of “stray” cats scored 4 or 5 on the Monash Feline Sociability Rating
indicating moderate to high sociability) [12].
Semi-owners reportedly display a range of interaction and caretaking behaviours towards
their semi-owned cat(s), varying from irregular feeding and few interactions to regular feeding
and many interactions [2]. In some instances, interaction and caretaking behaviours of semiowners may be indistinguishable from behaviours exhibited by people who do perceive themselves as owners [2]. The current definition of semi-ownership does not attempt to distinguish
between people who provide short-term or limited support for unowned cats and those who
provide regular and ongoing support. This may make identification of semi-owners difficult.
Although people’s perception of ownership and caretaking behaviours are central to understanding cat semi-ownership and its impact on the unwanted cat problem, these have not been
investigated in depth. An improved understanding of determinants of cat ownership perception and how cat ownership perception is associated with human-cat interactions and caretaking behaviours may inform the design of policies targeting semi-owners in an effort to
minimise the negative effects of this practice.
The Theory of Planned Behaviour [15,16] suggests that a person’s underlying psychosocial
characteristics influence their behaviour. This theory has been used to identify psychosocial
factors that predict behaviours relating to cat and dog caretaking [7,17,18]. For example, a
recent study in Thailand used the Theory of Planned Behaviour to identify religious beliefs,
attitudes, social norms and perceived behavioural control factors that predicted the intention
to sterilise semi-owned cats and dogs [5]. This study found a negative impact on the intentions
to sterilise if sterilisation was perceived to be inconsistent with religious beliefs. The results
were then used to recommend strategies to encourage sterilisation of semi-owned cats and
dogs, such as education programs emphasising the alignment of responsible ownership practices with cultural and religious beliefs and values [5]. The Theory of Planned Behaviour has
also been used to identify beliefs associated with improved owner compliance with responsible
dog management practices, which led to the recommendation that appropriate role models be
used in advertising campaigns [17]. It was postulated that the Theory of Planned Behaviour
could be used to identify factors associated with cat ownership perception.
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Online surveys that employ a “virtual snowballing” sampling technique, whereby a recruitment email is sent to an initial group of people who are asked to forward information about
the survey to their social networks, can allow inexpensive and rapid collection of data from a
large number of people. The anonymity of this sampling technique may also decrease the likelihood of false reporting [19] and provide access to people, such as cat semi-owners, who are
generally difficult to access. For this reason, it has been used by others in similar circumstances
[19,20,21,22,23,24,25,26,27]. Although the data obtained through internet surveys may be
prone to selection bias and it is not possible to estimate response rates, internet surveys can
result in findings consistent with traditional sampling methods and make valuable contributions to research in fields such as psychology [26]. This approach may also be valuable for
enhancing our understanding of cat ownership perception.
Previously aspects of cat ownership perception in people surrendering cats to Australian
RSPCA shelters have been investigated [14]. In this previous study, interactions with surrendered cats were described and association time and acquisition mode were identified as key
determinants of cat ownership perception in cat surrenderers. Strong associations were found
between perception of cat ownership, human-cat interactions and caretaking, and some evidence of associations between attitudes and cat ownership perception was also found. While
this previous study involved only people who surrendered cats, it was postulated that these
results may also be relevant in a larger sample of the general population and that the Theory of
Planned Behaviour could be used to identify further determinants of cat ownership perception
in the current study.
It was hypothesised that cat owners, semi-owners and people who had only casual interactions with cats would have differing human-cat relationships, which would result in differing
types and frequencies of cat caretaking behaviours and interactions. Specifically, cat owners
were expected to show more types and frequencies of responsible behaviours (such as sterilisation, microchipping, confinement, identification) towards their cats compared to cat semiowners. The primary objective of the study was to identify key determinants of cat ownership
perception and to evaluate how identified determinants are associated with interactions and
caretaking behaviours displayed towards the cat. A secondary objective was to validate a more
specific definition of cat semi-ownership so that the semi-owners can be distinguished from
people who have casual interactions with unowned cats.

Methods
Study overview
Data were collected from a convenience sample of self-selected participants who volunteered
to complete an online survey between 16th December 2013 and 23rd April 2014. The study,
including the consent procedure, was approved by the University of Queensland Ethics Committee (project number 2011001160).

Participants and recruitment
All people over 18 years of age were eligible to complete the survey which was presented in the
English language. Participants were recruited using a “virtual snowballing” technique which
involved requesting personal and professional contacts of the research team (by email or
through Facebook.com) to complete the survey and to forward this request to their personal
and professional contacts. Those who volunteered to participate clicked on a link in the message which linked directly to the survey site. On the first page of the survey participants were
shown information about the questionnaire including the following: that participation was voluntary, participants needed to be 18 years of age or older, the study had been cleared in
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accordance with the ethical review guidelines and processes of The University of Queensland,
participants were able to discuss their participation with project staff or the School Ethics officer (contact details were given) and how the information gathered would be used. Respondents
were then asked to confirm that they were over 18 years of age, that they understood that their
participation in the study was voluntary, consented to participate and to their responses being
used as outlined, by clicking on the link to continue to the survey. Only participants who gave
consent answered questions from the survey.
Respondents who did not answer questions about a cat or who resided outside of Australia
were not enrolled in the study. Respondents with incomplete questionnaires were excluded, as
were respondents with questionnaire completion times of <2.5 minutes (the minimum time
calculated by the research team to genuinely complete the questionnaire). During the online
survey each respondent was able to answer questions for one owned cat, one “stray” (i.e.
unowned) cat, or one of each. The term “stray” cat was used throughout the questionnaire to
refer to unowned cats as this colloquial term was thought likely to be familiar to most respondents; it was assumed that respondents considered that the term “stray” cat meant unowned
and cats designated as “stray” in the questionnaire are referred to as unowned in this paper.

Sample size calculations
A priori statistical power calculations were performed based on numbers of cats required
to detect associations between binary demographics, attitude measures, caretaking behaviour
measures, and the respondent’s perception of ownership of the cat with which they interacted
(owned or unowned) using the Compare 2 module (version 2.69) of WinPepi (version 11.39;
[28]). Statistical power was calculated for various total sample sizes, ratios of owned to
unowned cats, and assumed proportions exposed (rather than not exposed) for a binary measure for each of owned and unowned cats. Statistical power was calculated for two-sided exact
mid p-values; alpha was set at 0.05. These calculations showed that statistical power would be
high (above 95%) for detecting absolute differences in proportions for binary outcome measures of 0.1 or more between owned and unowned cats (2/3 owned, 1/3 unowned) if 912 cats
were enrolled. Therefore, we aimed to enrol respondents for 1000 cats.

Questionnaire design and data collection
The questionnaire was developed through an iterative process of literature review, consultations with academic and industry experts, testing for reliability and validity with test subjects
(not enrolled participants), and revision. The questionnaire contained both forced choice and
open ended questions that interrogated respondent demographics, cat ownership and interaction history, beliefs, attitudes, social norms and perceived behavioural control relating to cats.
The latter were developed based on the Theory of Planned Behaviour [15,16] and a previous
study that investigated attitudes and behaviours towards cats in the community [2]. Questionnaire details are provided in S1 Table.
Survey respondents were given a brief explanation of the study and instructions on how to
begin. Respondents entered answers directly into a digitized questionnaire [29]. Those identifying themselves as cat owners were directed to answer a set of questions for one of their owned
cats (the one whose name began with the letter closest to the beginning of the alphabet). Those
indicating that they had interacted with one or more unowned cats were asked to answer questions about the unowned cat they had interacted with the most in the past five years.
To explore the relationship between socioeconomic status and perception of cat ownership,
the index of relative socioeconomic advantage and disadvantage calculated from 2011 census
data was used [30]. This index described the socioeconomic status of the respondent's home
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area based on postcode; respondents were classified based on the national decile of this index
for their home postcode.

Data analyses
Descriptive statistics. All statistical analyses were performed with Stata12 (version 12.1
StataCorp, 4905 Lakeway Drive, College Station, Texas 77845, USA) using the individual cat as
the unit of analysis and models that accounted for clustering of cat within respondent. Not all
respondents answered every question; proportions are reported as percentages of those respondents who answered each question.
Each cat was categorised into one of four groups based on its relationship with the respondent; these were defined by the respondent’s perception of their ownership of the cat, their
length of association with the cat, their frequency of feeding the cat (for non-owners), and their
method of acquiring the cat (for owners). These divisions were informed from the results of
previous studies [2,14]. Acquisition method was classified as passive or active, depending on
whether cat owners reported that they had planned to acquire the cat or not. The four humancat relationship categories were defined as follows:
1. Casual interaction – a human-cat relationship in which the respondent did not perceive
themselves as the owner of the cat, and had interacted with the cat for less than one month
and/or had fed the cat only occasionally or not at all
2. Semi-ownership – a human-cat relationship in which the respondent did not perceive themselves as the owner of the cat, but had interacted with the cat for at least a month and had
fed the cat frequently or always
3. Ownership of a passively-acquired cat—a human-cat relationship of any duration in which
the respondent perceived themselves as the owner of the cat and had acquired the cat
passively
4. Ownership of an actively acquired cat—a human-cat relationship of any duration in which
the respondent perceived themselves as the owner of the cat and had acquired the cat
actively
This definition of semi-ownership is based on previous definitions in the literature [2,5],
with the addition of a minimum association time based on previous work showing a strong
association between association time and human-cat relationship type [14] and a feeding frequency. One month was chosen for the association time because this association time is arbitrarily used by some shelters to classify an incoming “stray” cat as “owned” (RSPCA staff,
personal communication November 2013).
The interactions and caretaking behaviours later compared statistically between the four
human-cat relationship categories were purposely not used in the categorization of the cats
into the four different relationships.
Identification of determinants of ownership perception for semi-owned cats and owned
passively acquired cats. Cat ownership perception was only expected to vary within humancat relationships where the cat was not actively acquired. Since acquisition method is a strong
predictor of cat ownership perception, potential determinants of cat ownership perception
were only assessed using respondents with semi-owned cats and those with passively-acquired
owned cats. The time period for which the respondent had an association with the surrendered
cat is also a strong predictor of cat ownership perception [14] and, consequently, could be a
major confounder of the results for other potential determinants. Therefore, the analysis of
determinants of cat ownership perception was also restricted to only those human-cat
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relationships where the respondent had been associated with the cat for at least one month
and, in addition, analyses of the relationship between independent variables and the respondent’s perception of cat ownership (the dependent variable) were adjusted for association time,
fitted as a categorical variable (the categories were 1 month to <6 months, 6 months <12
months, 1 year < 3 years, and 3 years).
All variables measuring respondent demographics, beliefs, attitudes, social norms and perceived behavioural control factors, cat factors, attachment and association time were treated as
independent variables and were subjected to initial analyses (adjusted only for association
time) to screen for associations with perception of cat ownership (the dependent variable)
(Table 1 and S2 Table). Random effects logistic regression was used, with a random effect of
respondent fitted to account for clustering of cat within respondent. The-xtlogit- function in
Stata was used for this purpose. Likert scale responses (initially quantified using a 5-point
Likert scale, which measured agreement with each statement, from “strongly disagree” through
“neither agree nor disagree” to “strongly agree”) were collapsed, where necessary, into three or
four categories for analysis to avoid sparse or zero category combinations (see Table 1 and S2
Table for details of which independent variables were collapsed). All p-values from the initial
analysis were adjusted for multiple tests of significance using the Benjamini-Hochberg Step-up
False Discovery Rate method, with the Etcetera module in WinPepi (version 11.11; [28]).
To remove any potential confounding effect of other measured variables, multivariable
models were then fitted with the independent variables that were significantly different (i.e. pvalue adjusted for multiple tests of significance 0.05) between semi-owners and owners in the
initial screening analyses. Due to the limits of the sample size, complex multivariable models
that included all significant independent variables could not be fitted. Therefore, each independent variable (potential determinant) was allocated into one of five groups; first the independent variables based on the Theory of Planned Behaviour were allocated to four groups based
on the Theory’s categories (beliefs, attitudes, social norms and perceived behavioural control),
then a fifth group was created to analyse cat factors (perceived cat friendliness and health). A
separate multivariable model containing every significant independent variable from each
given group, along with association time, was then created for each of the five groups. The
results from these multivariable models are reported in Table 1. “Attachment to the cat” and
“association time”, were analysed individually because they did not fit into any group and these
individual model results are also reported in Table 1. Results for variables that had an overall
p-value of >0.05 in the initial screening are reported in S2 Table; the data reported are those
from the univariable screening analysis model adjusted for association time.
Associations between perception of cat ownership and interactions and caretaking
behaviours displayed towards cats. Associations between perception of cat ownership and
each interaction and caretaking behaviour displayed toward the study cat were assessed using
only semi-owned cats and owned passively-acquired cats that the respondent had been associated with for at least one month. In these comparisons each variable measuring an interaction
or caretaking behaviour was treated as a dependent variable and was compared in univariable
analyses between human-cat relationships (semi-ownership or ownership of a passively
acquired cat), which were treated as the independent variable. Associations between the independent variable (perception of cat ownership) and dependent variables (interactions and caretaking behaviours) were assessed using regression models. Distributions of people’s responses
for each binary dependent variable were compared between independent variables using random effects logistic regression in order to account for clustering of responses by respondent,
using the-xtlogit- command in Stata. Distributions of dependent variables with more than two
outcome possibilities were compared for each independent variable using proportional odds
models, with the-ologit- command in Stata. Robust standard errors that accounted for
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Table 1. Distributions of study cats in semi-ownership and ownership (of passively acquired cats) human-cat relationships, potential determinants of ownership perception and associations between these determinants and the perception of ownership of the study cat1.
Semi-owned cats

Owned passively-acquired cats
Adjusted odds ratio2

Independent variable and categories
n (% of cats)

n (% of cats)

95%
Conﬁdence
interval

P value3

Multivariable model group 1: Beliefs about cats, cat ownership and “stray” cats
Agreement with the statements:
“Cats kill wildlife” (n = 341) 4
Strongly disagree

0.07
1 (1)

0

Reference category

Somewhat disagree

0

5 (2)

0.8

0.1 to 10.9

0.88

Neither agree nor disagree

9 (9)

53 (22)

0.4

0.0 to 4.5

0.47

Somewhat agree

63 (64)

148 (61)

0.3

0.0 to 3.3

0.33

Strongly agree

25 (26)

38 (16)

1.0

0.1 to 12.3

1.00

18 (18)

22 (9)

“Cats are expensive pets” (n = 342) 4
Strongly disagree

0.04
Reference category

Somewhat disagree

44 (45)

104 (43)

1.3

0.6 to 3.1

0.55

Neither agree nor disagree

27 (28)

81 (33)

2.4

1.0 to 6.1

0.06

Somewhat or strongly agree

9 (9)

37 (16)

3.7

1.1 to 12.0

0.03

13 (13)

14 (6)

“Stray cats are a nuisance” (n = 342) 4
Strongly disagree

0.04
Reference category

Somewhat disagree

26 (27)

47 (23)

1.7

0.6 to 5.0

0.34

Neither agree nor disagree

32 (33)

57 (23)

1.5

0.5 to 4.5

0.44

Somewhat agree

24 (25)

101 (41)

3.9

1.3 to 11.4

0.01

Strongly agree

3 (3)

25 (10)

2.9

0.5 to 15.2

0.22

Multivariable model group 2: Attitudes towards cats, cat ownership and “stray” cats
Agreement with the statements:
“Feeding a stray cat is the right thing to do” (n = 342) 4
Strongly disagree

5 (5)

0.26
35 (14)

Reference category

Somewhat disagree

7 (7)

49 (20)

3.3

0.7 to 16.4

0.15

Neither agree nor disagree

29 (30)

84 (34)

2.1

0.5 to 9.4

0.31

Somewhat agree

41 (42)

58 (24)

1.2

0.3 to 5.5

0.81

Strongly agree

16 (16)

18 (7)

1.8

0.3 to 9.7

“Feeding stray cats stops them from killing wildlife” (n = 342) 4

0.52
0.18

Strongly disagree

7 (1)

52 (21)

Somewhat disagree

33 (34)

86 (35)

Reference category
0.3

0.1 to 1.0

0.05

Neither agree nor disagree

28 (29)

58 (24)

0.2

0.1 to 0.8

0.02

Somewhat agree

25 (26)

42 (17)

0.3

0.1 to 1.3

0.10

Strongly agree

5 (5)

6 (3)

0.3

0.0 to 2.0

“Feeding a stray cat makes me feel good” (n = 341) 4

0.20
0.000

Strongly or somewhat disagree

1 (1)

42 (18)

Neither agree nor disagree

12 (12)

75 (31)

Reference category
0.2

0.0 to 1.8

0.15

Somewhat agree

50 (51)

98 (40)

0.1

0.0 to 0.5

0.01

Strongly agree

35 (36)

28 (12)

0.0

0.0 to 0.3

0.003

Multivariable model group 3: Social norms relating to cat ownership and “stray” cats
Agreement with the statements:
“People who are important to me would approve of me feeding a stray cat” (n = 342) 5
Strongly disagree

1 (1)

12 (5)

0.00286
Reference category

Somewhat disagree

4 (4)

34 (14)

0.5

0.0 to 5.5

0.57

Neither agree nor disagree

19 (19)

78 (32)

0.4

0.0 to 3.9

0.45

Somewhat agree

33 (34)

81 (33)

0.2

0.0 to 1.9

0.16
(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)
Semi-owned cats

Owned passively-acquired cats

Independent variable and categories
Strongly agree

n (% of cats)

n (% of cats)

41 (42)

39 (16)

Adjusted odds ratio2

95%
Conﬁdence
interval

P value3

0.1

0.0 to 1.0

0.05

Multivariable model group 4: Perceived behavioral control relating to cat ownership and “stray” cats
Agreement with the statements:
“I could not feed a stray cat because of my beliefs” (n = 342) 4
Strongly disagree

65 (66)

93 (38)

0.000
Reference category

Somewhat disagree

24 (25)

81 (33)

1.8

0.9 to 3.6

0.11

Did not disagree6

9 (9)

70 (29)

5.5

2.3 to 13.3

0.000

“Financially I could afford to feed a stray cat’” (n = 342) 4

0.23

Strongly disagree

9 (9)

15 (6)

Somewhat disagree

7 (7)

27 (11)

Reference category
1.4

0.4 to 5.6

0.63

Neither agree nor disagree

10 (10)

41 (17)

0.9

0.3 to 3.2

0.86

Somewhat agree

34 (35)

115 (47)

1.3

0.4 to 3.8

0.64

Strongly agree

38 (39)

46 (19)

0.6

0.2 to 1.7

0.31

Multivariable model group 5: Cat factors
Perceived cat friendliness (n = 342) 4

0.000

Unfriendly

8 (8)

1 (1)

Neither friendly nor unfriendly

28 (29)

13 (5)

Friendly

62 (63)

230 (94)

Reference category
3.6

0.3 to 39.0

19.4

2.0 to 188.7

Perceived cat health (n = 342) 4

0.29
0.01
0.000

Bad

15 (15)

3 (1)

Neither good nor bad

33 (34)

15 (6)

Good

50 (51)

226 (93)

Reference category
2.9

0.7 to 13.1

0.16

18.9

4.9 to 73.7

0.000

Association time with the cat (n = 342) 5

0.000

1 month to <6 months

32 (33)

14 (6)

6 months <12 months

14 (14)

21 (9)

3.4

1.4 to 8.6

0.009

1 year < 3 years

29 (30)

55 (23)

4.3

2.0 to 9.4

0.000

3 years

23 (24)

154 (63)

15.3

7.1 to 32.9

Reference category

Respondent’s attachment to the cat (n = 341) 5

0.000
0.000

(1) Not at all attached

6 (6)

2 (1)

(2)

13 (13)

4 (2)

Reference category
0.9

0.1 to 6.8

0.89

(3)

26 (27)

19 (8)

2.1

0.3 to 12.6

0.42

(4)

28 (29)

54 (22)

3.9

0.7 to 22.7

0.13

(5) Very attached

24 (25)

165 (68)

13.6

2.4 to 77.1

0.003

A multivariable model was analysed for each of the ﬁve groups described in methods. Independent variables from each of the ﬁve groups that had an
overall p-value of 0.05 on initial screening were included in these multivariable models; all independent variables ﬁtted in those models are reported in

1

this table
2

Odds ratio estimates were adjusted for association time and for all other independent variables reported in this table. Odds ratios refer to the odds of a
cat having an ownership human-cat relationship compared to a semi-ownership human-cat relationship.
3

Bold values are overall likelihood ratio test p-values for the independent variable; non-bolded values are Wald p-values for the speciﬁc category, relative

to the reference category.
4
Odds ratio, conﬁdence interval and p value derived from the multivariable analysis for the independent variable’s category; 341 cats were included in the
multivariable model for the belief and attitude groups, 342 for the perceived behavioural control and cat factors groups; this may be less than the total
numbers shown for each independent variable as cats without missing values for any of these independent variables were excluded from the multivariable
model.
5

Odds ratio, conﬁdence interval and p value derived from the initial screening analysis of that independent variable

6

Includes “neither agree nor disagree”, “somewhat agree” and “strongly agree”.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0133293.t001
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clustering of cat by respondent were used. The exponentiated coefficients from these models
estimated the effect of each independent variable on the odds of each dependent variable outcome possibility. These estimates are based on the assumption that the ratio of the odds is the
same regardless of which value of the outcome is used as a cutpoint (the proportional odds
assumption). For each outcome, this assumption was checked by comparing the log-likelihoods of the proportional odds model and the corresponding multinomial logit model, using
the likelihood ratio test without accounting for clustering of cat with respondent. Non-proportional odds were evident for six dependent variables as indicated by a low p-value from likelihood ratio test [0.05]), and results from the multinomial logistic model were used for these
dependent variables, rather than from the proportional odds model, with robust standard
errors that accounted for clustering of cat with respondent.
Associations of casual interaction and semi-ownership human-cat relationships with
interactions and caretaking behaviours displayed towards study cats. Using the methods
described above, the association of the casual interaction and cat semi-ownership human-cat
relationship categories with each of the interactions and caretaking behaviours displayed
towards the study cat were assessed. In these comparisons each variable measuring an interaction or caretaking behaviour was treated as a dependent variable and was compared in univariable analyses between human-cat relationships (casual interaction or semi-ownership) which
were treated as the independent variable.
Associations between the independent variable (casual interaction or cat semi-ownership)
and dependent variables (interactions and caretaking behaviours) were assessed using logistic
regression. There was no need to account for clustering of cat by respondent because no
respondents were included in both casual interaction and cat semi-ownership human-cat relationship categories.

Results
Descriptive statistics
A total of 2188 respondents met the predetermined selection criteria; of these, 623 were nonAustralian respondents and so were not enrolled. Of the 1565 eligible respondents that began
the survey, respondents with incomplete questionnaires (n = 6) and respondents with questionnaire durations of less than 2.5 minutes (n = 63) were excluded, leaving a total of 1496
respondents. Of these, 483 did not answer any cat specific questions (because they did not own
a cat or interact with an unowned cat) and 1013 respondents answered questions about at least
one specific cat (the “study respondents”). These respondents provided data for 1305 individual cats (“study cats”); 562 respondents provided data for one owned cat, 159 for one unowned
cat and 584 for both one owned and one unowned cat. Of these 1305 study cats, for 353 their
human-cat relationship were classified as a casual interaction, 98 as semi-ownership, 249 as
ownership of a passively-acquired cat and 605 as ownership of an actively-acquired cat. Of the
98 cat semi-owners, 84% (82) were also cat owners, and of the 353 respondents who had a
casual interaction with an unowned cat, 59% were also cat owners (210).
Of the 1013 study respondents, most were female (85%; 861/1013), almost one half lived in
a suburban location (49%; 498/1013), the median age was 41 years, the median of the respondents’ Index of relative socio-economic advantage disadvantage decile values was 8 (range
1–10 and a higher number indicates relative advantage), and almost one third were educated at
university undergraduate degree (30%; 300/1011) or post-graduate degree (31%; 329/1011)
level. Approximately half of the respondents were employed full-time (51%; 516/1013), had a
combined annual household income before taxes that they rated as being average relative to
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Fig 1. Interactions with and caretaking of study cats in four human-cat relationship categories.
Proportions of 1305 study cats in various human-cat relationship categories that were reported to have had
kittens, been sterilized, been microchipped, and had received various interactions and caretaking
behaviours. CI = casual interaction, SO = semi-ownership, OP = ownership of a passively acquired cat and
OA = ownership of an actively acquired cat. Flea/tick control, de-worm, vaccinate and vet check proportion
includes those cats that received these caretaking behaviours occasionally or regularly. Toys, litter tray and
scratching post proportion includes those cats for which these were provided often or always. Holiday care
proportion includes those cats for which holiday care was organized sometimes or always. Confine, play,
spend time and affectionate interactions (holding, stroking, and cuddling the cat) proportion includes those
cats that received these interactions or caretaking behaviours sometimes or daily. ID = identification.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0133293.g001

other households in their country of residence (52%; 519/1004), and most (64%; 622/969) did
not follow any religion.
Interactions and caretaking behaviours displayed by respondents from the four human-cat
relationship categories are presented in Fig 1. Notably, the majority of owners (of both passively- and actively-acquired cats) displayed most interactions and caretaking behaviours
towards their cat, and 98% of owned cats (passively- and actively-acquired owned cats pooled)
were sterilized, with owners being responsible for the sterilization in 58% of cases. Many semiowners also displayed interaction and caretaking behaviours towards their cat and 47% of
semi-owned cats were sterilized, with semi-owners being responsible for the sterilization in
58% of cases. By contrast, interactions and caretaking behaviours were rare for casual interaction cats. The majority of owners indicated that they were attached to their cat (94%; 781/837),
as did many semi-owners (54%; 52/98), while few people who had a casual interaction with the
cat felt attached to the cat (5%; 15/341).

Identification of determinants of perception of cat ownership for semiowned cats and owned passively-acquired cats
Results for significant and non-significant independent variables are reported in Table 1 and
S2 Table, respectively. The results reported for independent variables that had significant differences between semi-owned cats and owned passively-acquired cats are those from the multivariable models except for “attachment to the cat” and “association time” which were not
included in a group multivariable model, so results from initial analysis only are reported for
these two variables. The results reported for independent variables that had non-significant differences between semi-owned cats and owned passively-acquired cats are those from the univariable screening models adjusted for association time. Agreement with the statement “people
important to me would approve of me feeding a stray cat” was the only significant independent
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variable in the social norms group and so results from initial analysis only are reported for this
independent variable.
Within semi-owned and passively-acquired owned cats, perception of cat ownership was
more likely when the respondent was more attached to the cat, when the respondent had been
associated with the cat for a longer time, when the respondent felt that they could not feed a
stray cat because of their beliefs and thought that stray cats were a nuisance and that cats were
expensive pets. Perception of cat ownership was more likely for cats that had a friendly disposition and were healthy. Perception of cat ownership was less likely for respondents for whom
feeding a stray cat made them feel good, and respondents who anticipated approval from other
important people in their lives for feeding a stray cat (Table 1).

Associations between perception of cat ownership and interactions and
caretaking behaviours displayed towards semi-owned cats and owned
passively-acquired cats
All interactions and caretaking behaviours were significantly more likely to be displayed
towards cats perceived as owned compared to cats in semi-ownership relationships (p<0.01)
(Table 2). Semi-owned cats were more likely than passively-acquired owned cats to have had
kittens (p<0.01).

Associations of casual interaction and semi-ownership human-cat
relationships with interactions and caretaking behaviours displayed
towards study cats
All interactions and caretaking behaviours were significantly more likely to be displayed
towards cats in semi-ownership relationships compared to cats in casual interaction relationships (p<0.01) (Table 3).

Discussion
We began by defining four cat human-cat relationship categories: casual interactions, semiownership, ownership of a passively acquired cat and ownership of an actively acquired cat.
Method of acquisition of a cat (passive versus active) is a strong determinant of perception
of cat ownership, with actively-acquired cats likely almost always perceived as owned [14].
Accordingly we were interested in assessing determinants of cat ownership perception by comparing respondents who perceived themselves as the owner of a passively-acquired cat and
respondents who did not perceive themselves as owners of a cat that they regularly fed or otherwise cared for over a reasonably long period, whom we termed semi-owners. We also
explored effects of perceived ownership by comparing interactions and caretaking behaviours
between these two groups.
Perception of cat ownership was associated with interactions and caretaking behaviours displayed towards study cats. While semi-owners displayed the same types of interaction and
caretaking behaviours as owners, they did so less commonly than owners. The direction of causality underlying these observed associations could not be determined in our study, as the
cross-sectional design measured cat ownership perception, interactions and caretaking behaviours at only one point in time. While our statistical models were based on the simplifying
assumption that cat ownership perception causes interactions and caretaking behaviours, these
relationships are likely to be dynamic and interactive, with complex interactions and feedback
mechanisms between perception of cat ownership, interactions, caretaking behaviours, and
perceived cat friendliness and health. For example, a friendly cat may be more likely to interact
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Table 2. Distributions of study cats in semi-ownership and ownership (of passively-acquired cats) human-cat relationships that had received various interactions and caretaking behaviours and associations between these and perception of ownership of the study cat.
Semi-owned
cats

Owned passivelyacquired cats

n (% of cats)

n (% of cats)

Never or occasionally

35 (36)4

9 (4) 4

Sometimes

27 (28)

16 (7)

Daily

36 (37)

219 (90)

32 (33)

7 (3)

Dependent variable and categories

Held/stroked/cuddled cat (n = 342)

3

Spent time with cat (n = 342) 3
Never

Odds ratio/relative
risk ratio1

95% Conﬁdence
interval

P
value2

15.0

8.5 to 26.4

0.000

14.0

7.7 to 25.2

0.000

Sometimes

23 (24)

14 (6)

Daily

43 (44)

223 (91)

Never

30 (31)

2 (1)

Base outcome

Occasionally

14 (14)

32 (13)

34.3

Played with cat (n = 342) 5

0.000
7.2 to 162.3

0.000

Sometimes

26 (27)

52 (21)

30.0

6.6 to 135.6

0.000

Daily

28 (29)

158 (65)

84.6

19.1 to 375.3

0.000

21.4

12.2 to 37.4

0.000

Cat was conﬁned to the respondent’s
property (n = 342) 3
Never

76 (78)

33 (14)

Occasionally

6 (6)

16 (7)

Sometimes

10 (10)

25 (10)

Daily

10 (10)

170 (70)

41 (42)

10 (4)

Organized holiday care for cat (n = 342) 5
Never

0.000

Sometimes

14 (14)

21 (9)

Always

43 (44)

213 (87)

Provided a scratching post for cat
(n = 342) 3

Base outcome
6.2

2.4 to 15.7

20.3

9.7 to 42.4

0.000
0.000

8.5

5.2 to 14.0

0.000

16.8

9.8 to 29.0

0.000

Never

65 (66)

45 (18)

Occasionally

4 (4)

10 (4)

Sometimes

4 (4)

8 (3)

Always

25 (26)

181 (75)

Never

69 (70)

29 (12)

Occasionally

7 (7)

12 (5)

Sometimes

1 (1)

5 (2)

Always

21 (21)

198 (81)

Never

55 (56)

21 (9)

Occasionally

16 (16)

47 (19)

7.7

3.6 to 16.3

Sometimes

8 (8)

34 (14)

11.1

4.5 to 27.6

0.000

Always

19 (19)

142 (58)

19.6

9.8 to 39.1

0.000

Never

52 (53)

7 (3)

Base outcome

Occasionally

28 (29)

76 (31)

20.2

8.2 to 49.6

0.000

Regularly

18 (18)

161 (66)

66.4

26.4 to 167.2

0.000

61 (62)

14 (6)

Base outcome

Provided a litter tray for cat (n = 342) 3

Provided toys for cat (n = 342) 5

0.000
Base outcome

Had cat checked by a veterinarian (n = 342) 5

0.000

Had cat vaccinated (n = 342) 5
Never

0.000

0.000
(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued)
Semi-owned
cats

Owned passivelyacquired cats

n (% of cats)

n (% of cats)

Occasionally

13 (13)

Regularly

24 (25)

Never

Odds ratio/relative
risk ratio1

95% Conﬁdence
interval

P
value2

56 (23)

18.8

8.2 to 43.1

0.000

174 (71)

31.6

15.4 to 64.9

0.000

47 (48)

10 (4)

Base outcome

Occasionally

23 (24)

57 (23)

11.7

5.1 to 26.6

Regularly

28 (29)

177 (73)

29.7

13.6 to 64.7

Dependent variable and categories

Gave cat deworming medication (n = 342) 5

0.000

Applied ﬂea/tick control to cat (n = 342) 5
46 (47)

20 (8)

Occasionally

25 (26)

66 (27)

6.1

3.1 to 12.1

Regularly

27 (28)

158 (65)

13.5

7.0 to 26.1

Base outcome

Cat had been microchipped (n = 336) 6
75 (81)

40 (20)

Reference category

Yes

18 (19)

166 (81)

6.30e+13

Don’t know7

4

33

1.53e+13 to 2.59e
+14

A tag had been put on cat with the respondent’s contact details (external identiﬁcation) (n = 340) 6
No

89 (92)

156 (64)

Base outcome

Yes

0.000

8 (8)

87 (36)

10.3

19 (29)

2 (1)

Reference category
49.6

0.000

0.0044
2.1 to 51.8

Cat had been sterilized (n = 342) 6

0.004
0.000

Yes

46 (71)

240 (99)

Don’t know7

33

2

38 (70)

210 (93)

11.2 to 219.9

Cat had had kittens (n = 342) 6

0.000
0.000

Yes

16 (30)

15 (7)

Don’t know7

44

19

1

0.000
0.000

No

No

0.000
0.000

Never

No

0.000

Reference category
0.2

0.1 to 0.4

0.000

Odds ratio estimates are reported for ordered logistic regression and random-effects logistic regression; these estimate the odds of any particular

interaction or caretaking behaviour outcome category for a cat with an ownership human-cat relationship compared to those cats with a semi-ownership
human-cat relationship. Relative risk ratio (RRR) estimates are reported for multinomial logistic regression analyses; these estimate the probability of the
speciﬁed interaction or caretaking behaviour outcome category rather than the base outcome for cats with an ownership human-cat relationship compared
to those cats with a semi-ownership human-cat relationship
2
3

Bold values are overall likelihood ratio test p-values; non-bolded values are Wald p-values for the speciﬁc level, relative to the reference category
Results from ordered logistic regression as >2 categories for outcome (adjusted for clustering by respondent) and there was no evidence that odds were

not proportional.
4

Total numbers of respondents differ between variables as not all respondents answered each question and, within variables, percentages do not always
sum to 100% due to rounding
5

Results from multinomial logistic regression are reported (adjusted for clustering by respondent) as there was evidence that odds were not proportional

6

Results from random-effects logistic regression are reported for analyses with binary outcomes
The “don’t know” option was not included in the random-effects logistic regression analysis for this variable.

7

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0133293.t002

with a person, who may then interact with the cat for longer, become more attached, and provide more care for the cat, which may ultimately result in the cat becoming friendlier (and
healthier) [31]. Over time, the person is likely to develop more of a sense of ownership for the
cat (as investment of time, money and care is recognized to result in a feeling of ownership
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Table 3. Distributions of study cats in semi-ownership and casual interaction human-cat relationships that had received various interactions and
caretaking behaviours and associations between these and the human-cat relationship of the study cat.
Dependent variable and
categories

Casual interaction cats n (% of
cats)

Semi-owned
cats

Odds ratio/relative risk
ratio1

95% Conﬁdence
interval

P
value2

21.1

12.1 to 36.6

0.000

20.0

11.7 to 34.2

0.000

n (% of cats)
Held/stroked/cuddled cat (n = 446)

3

Never or occasionally

319 (92) 4

35 (36) 4

Sometimes

22 (6)

27 (28)

Daily

7 (2)

36 (37)

Never

312 (90)

32 (33)

Sometimes

25 (7)

23 (24)

Daily

10 (3)

43 (44)

Never

240 (69)

30 (31)

Base outcome

Occasionally

81 (23)

14 (14)

1.4

Sometimes

23 (7)

26 (27)

9.0

4.6 to 17.8

0.000

Daily

5 (1)

28 (29)

44.8

16.8 to 124.8

0.000

7.6

3.7 to 15.7

0.000

Spent time with cat (n = 445) 3

Played with cat (n = 447) 5

0.000

Cat was conﬁned to the respondent’s property (n = 445) 3
Never

334 (96)

0.7 to 2.7

0.35

76 (78)

Occasionally

6 (2)

6 (6)

Sometimes

3 (1)

6 (6)

Daily

4 (1)

10 (10)

Organized holiday care for cat (n = 448) 5

0.000

Never

321 (92)

41 (42)

Base outcome

Sometimes

22 (6)

14 (14)

5.0

2.4 to 10.5

0.000

Always

7 (2)

43 (44)

48.1

20.3 to 113.9

0.000

65 (66)

Base outcome

Provided a scratching post for cat (n = 446) 5
Never

332 (95)

0.000

Occasionally

8 (2)

4 (4)

2.6

0.8 to 8.7

0.14

Sometimes

4 (1)

4 (4)

5.1

1.2 to 21.0

0.02

Always

4 (1)

25 (26)

31.9

10.8 to 94.8

0.000

11.7

5.7 to 24.0

0.000

11.2

6.3 to 20.0

0.000

8.8

5.1 to14.9

0.000

9.8

5.4 to 18.0

0.000

Provided a litter tray for cat (n = 446)
Never

3

336 (97)

69 (70)

Occasionally

2 (1)

7 (7)

Sometimes

2 (1)

1 (1)

Always

8 (2)

21 (21)

Never

325 (93)

55 (56)

Occasionally

12 (4)

16 (16)

Sometimes

5 (1)

8 (8)

Always

6 (2)

19 (19)

Provided toys for cat (n = 446) 3

Had cat checked by a veterinarian (n = 447) 3
Never

318 (91)

52 (53)

Occasionally

20 (6)

28 (29)

Regularly

11 (3)

18 (18)

328 (94)

61 (62)

Had cat vaccinated (n = 446) 3
Never
Occasionally

8 (2)

13 (13)

Regularly

12 (4)

24 (25)
(Continued)
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Table 3. (Continued)

Dependent variable and
categories

Casual interaction cats n (% of
cats)

Semi-owned
cats

Odds ratio/relative risk
ratio1

95% Conﬁdence
interval

P
value2

12.2

7.1 to 21.1

0.000

11.1

6.5 to 18.8

0.000

5.4

2.6 to 11.6

0.000

6.0

1.9 to 18.9

0.0019

4.4

2.2 to 8.6

0.000

3.7

1.8 to 7.3

0.0005

n (% of cats)
Gave cat deworming medication (n = 445)
Never

3

320 (92)

47 (48)

Occasionally

13 (4)

23 (24)

Regularly

14 (4)

28 (29)

Applied ﬂea/tick control to cat (n = 446) 3
Never

317 (91)

46 (47)

Occasionally

17 (5)

25 (26)

Regularly

14 (4)

27 (28)

Cat had been microchipped (n = 438) 6
Yes

13 (4)

18 (19)

No

295 (80)

75 (77)

Don’t know7

33

4

A tag had been put on cat with the respondent’s contact details (external
identiﬁcation) (n = 438) 6
Yes

336 (99)

89 (92)

No

5 (1)

8 (8)

Cat had been sterilized
(n = 451) 6
Yes

35 (34)

46 (71)

No

63 (64)

19 (29)

225

33

30 (10)

16 (30)

7

Don’t know

Cat had had kittens (n = 448) 6
Yes
No

260 (90)

38 (70)

Don’t know7

60

44

1

Odds ratio estimates are reported for ordered logistic regression and random-effects logistic regression; these estimate the odds of any particular

interaction or caretaking behaviour outcome category for a cat with a semi-ownership human-cat relationship compared to those cats with a casual
interaction human-cat relationship. Relative risk ratio (RRR) estimates are reported for multinomial logistic regression analyses; these estimate the
probability of the speciﬁed interaction or caretaking behaviour outcome category rather than the base outcome for cats with a semi-ownership human-cat
relationship compared to a casual interaction human-cat relationship
Bolded values are overall likelihood ratio test p-values; non-bolded values are Wald p-values for the speciﬁc level, relative to the reference category

2
3

Results from ordered logistic regression as >2 categories for outcome and there was no evidence that odds are not proportional.

4

Total numbers of respondents differ between variables as not all respondents answered each question and, within variables, percentages do not always
sum to 100% due to rounding
5

Results from multinomial logistic regression are reported as there was evidence that odds were not proportional

6

Results from logistic regression are reported for analyses with binary outcomes
The “don’t know” option was not included in the logistic regression analysis for this variable.

7

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0133293.t003

[32]). These complexities could be explored using longitudinal studies, with data collected
repeatedly over time from the same respondents.
Although perception of cat ownership was positively associated with the provision of all
measured interactions and caretaking behaviours, some owners of passively-acquired cats did
not display all interactions and caretaking behaviours while some semi-owners did, indicating
that perception of ownership is not the only determinant of interactions and caretaking
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behaviours. The types of interactions and caretaking behaviours displayed towards cats considered unowned (i.e. semi-owned cats and cats with which the respondent only interacted
casually) were similar to those displayed to owned passively-acquired cats, varying from stroking and feeding the cat to “responsible” caretaking behaviours, such as sterilization. This is consistent with previous reports [2,5,6,31,33]. The proportions of owners in our study who
displayed “responsible” caretaking behaviours were similar or slightly higher than those
reported in other studies [34,35,36], although it is difficult to make direct comparisons as the
methodologies differed.
Determinants of perception of cat ownership identified in semi-owned and passivelyacquired owned cats included association time, attachment score, perceived cat friendliness
and health, and psychosocial factors relating to feeding stray cats. Many determinants of cat
ownership perception related to feelings about stray cats and the acceptability of feeding a stray
cat. People who thought that feeding a stray cat made them feel good, and that people important to them would approve of them feeding a stray cat were more likely to be semi-owners
rather than owners of passively acquired cats; people who said they could not feed a stray
because of their beliefs or that strays were a nuisance were more likely to be owners. This is
consistent with the Theory of Planned Behaviour [15,16]: those who believe it is socially acceptable and altruistic to feed a stray cat may not feel the need to take ownership of the animal.
Conversely, a person who does not think it is acceptable to feed a stray cat will more likely feel
the necessity to take ownership or not become involved at all. If semi-owners are more susceptible to normative social pressure as indicated by our data, this represents a potential point of
intervention: their caretaking behaviours could be influenced by appropriate social marketing
messages that reinforce the importance of sterilizing unowned cats.
Many cat semi-owners in this study were also cat owners, a phenomenon which has been
previously described [6,37]. Although people who feed unowned cats are reported to genuinely
care for the cats [11,33], the factors that prevent them from taking ownership of the cats that
they semi-own are poorly understood. Perceived cat friendliness and health were positively
related to perceived ownership in our study, indicating that absence of these cat attributes may
create a barrier to semi-owners assuming ownership of a specific cat. It has been suggested that
a person taking ownership of an unowned cat is unlikely if the cat is not friendly [2,11]. There
may also be other reasons why a cat owner cannot or will not take ownership for a specific
semi-owned cat. For example, there may be local government limits on the number of cats a
person can legally own, or the semi-owned cat may not be socially compatible with an existing
pet. Although many cat semi-owners also own cats, many cat owners in this study had only
casual interactions with an unowned cat and yet did not have a relationship with that cat that
could be classified as semi-ownership. Our study suggests that human-cat relationships differ
due to factors relating to the individual cat and circumstances involved, as well as differing
underlying psychology, which means some cat owners who have contact with an unowned cat
will become a semi-owner and some will have only casual interactions.
In our study population, the median age and employment status of our sample was similar
to Australian census data [30], but education levels and indicators of socioeconomic status
were higher than the national average, likely because the internet survey participants have
access to, and used, a computer. Other similar work has also reported respondents with higher
than average socioeconomic status and education levels [2,17,18,19,21]. The population also
consisted of more women than men, which may derive from the greater concern for animal
welfare reported for women compared to men [38] and is consistent with other research in the
area of pet ownership and human animal-bond [2,17,18].
In our study, 10% of respondents were semi-owners, which is lower than previous reports
of semi-ownership in Australia [2].This disparity is understandable in light of our study
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populations’ demographic—highly educated people who had access to, and used, a computer
and social media and who consequently might be expected to be exposed to media reports
about cat overpopulation issues—and our revised definition of semi-ownership, which would
have excluded many of the cats included in other studies. Nevertheless, cat semi-ownership
was still occurring in this population. Semi-owners who feed unowned cats frequently or
always, or who are more aware of media reports about the unwanted cat problem are reportedly more likely to sterilize their cats [6,33]. Indeed, 47% of the semi-owned cats in our study
were known to be sterilized, as opposed to 20% found in previous Australian studies [2].
Despite the relatively high proportion of sterilised semi-owned cats in this study, these cats
were, nevertheless, more likely to have produced kittens than the owned cats, and owned cats
were significantly more likely to have been sterilized than semi-owned cats. These findings
attest to the veracity of previous claims that semi-owned cats are likely to be contributing considerably to the unwanted cat problem [1,2,12], and indicate that more widespread public
awareness of the negative impacts associated with semi-ownership is warranted.
Our study has implications for the potential for delivery of such public awareness and educational messages through highly accessible semi-owners (such as those in our study) to less
accessible semi-owners. The use of “gatekeepers” to provide access to groups of hard-to-reach
or socially excluded people in research is well recognized [39]. Semi-owners may be difficult to
access because they may be distrustful of authorities involved with unwanted cat management
[31,40,41] or concerned about social exclusion and criticism since feeding unowned cats may
attract disapproval and censure from others [10]. Accessible semi-owners who participate in
social media platforms (such as the respondents in our study) could be used as “gatekeepers” to
facilitate education and provision of services (particularly cat sterilization) to other semi-owners. These “gatekeeper” semi-owners could also act as ambassadors for promoting responsible
semi-ownership.
Human psychology research has identified that cognitive dissonance is a powerful driver of
human behaviour, and explains why people often proceed with certain actions despite the
knowledge that those actions may have negative outcomes [42,43,44]. For example, when
informed about the negative consequences of cat semi-ownership, some semi-owners will
accept this and change their behaviour to avoid the cognitive dissonance that is common when
performing a behaviour that they believe to be wrong; they might take ownership of the cat,
they might surrender the cat to a shelter or they might just stop feeding the cat. Other semiowners may justify the behaviour through changing the dissonant cognition; for example, they
might convince themselves that the evidence of negative consequences from cat semi-ownership is inconclusive. Other semi-owners will attempt to justify the behaviour by the addition of
new cognitions; for example, they might focus on their love of cats and their perceived altruism
toward cats “in need” and convince themselves that their actions are benevolent [10,45]. These
concepts demonstrate why some people continue semi-ownership behaviours regardless of
education about the negative impacts of this behaviour.
If the problems associated with cat semi-ownership are to be mitigated, it would be prudent
to consider alternative options to those currently recommended, which is surrendering
unowned cats to a shelter or municipal pound [46,47]. An alternative approach is to accept
that some semi-ownership will continue despite educational campaigns to the contrary and to
encourage and facilitate sterilization of these cats. This approach would require the revision
and clarification of current cat classification systems in some jurisdictions to allow cats that
have a human caretaker (including semi-owned cats) to be sterilized and remain with their
semi-owner, even if the semi-owner cannot or will not take full “ownership”. Currently, this is
not legal in those jurisdictions where a semi-owned cat is classified as a “feral” cat. Cat classification systems vary between jurisdictions, for example, some Australian states have a
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classification system that could be interpreted as allowing an approach such as that described,
but others do not [48,49]. A consistent classification system is needed to facilitate cat management. Distinguishing between cats that are directly or indirectly dependent on humans and
those that are not dependent on humans (feral cats) has been proposed in New Zealand [50].
The findings demonstrating that perception of cat ownership is strongly associated with
both association time and caretaking behaviours suggest that, if semi-owners continue to care
for the cat, it is possible that some will, over time eventually take ownership of the cat. In the U.
S. it has been reported that 68% of people who found cats and were unable to find the owner
ended up keeping the cat and assuming ownership for it [51]. However, caution is needed
when extrapolating such findings to other countries and cultures. Companion animal ownership may be perceived differently in different cultures, as the interpretation of “owner” and
“ownership” can vary under the influence of different legal, educational, cultural and religious
constructs [5,52].
The definition of the four cat human-cat relationship categories used in this study to
analyse determinants of cat ownership perception were based on previous literature [2,5,14,46]
but the extent to which these categories represent reality in this novel area of research is
unknown. Further work would be needed to validate the approach and categories used in this
study. Quite possibly cat ownership perception may be best described on a continuum rather
than in discrete categories as were used for the purposes of data analysis in this study.
Our revised definition of semi-ownership to include an association time of at least 1 month
and frequent feeding resulted in a distinct demarcation between cats with semi-ownership relationships and casual interaction relationships. All interactions and caretaking behaviours were
significantly more likely to be displayed towards cats in semi-ownership relationships compared to casual interaction relationships. This revised definition of cat semi-ownership may be
useful for shelters, welfare and government agencies wanting to differentiate these two types of
relationships in order to inform cat management strategies.

Conclusions
This study has identified specific determinants of perception of cat ownership: association
time, attachment score, cat factors, and feelings about “stray” cats and whether it was acceptable to feed a “stray” cat. Although both owners and semi-owners displayed the same types of
interactions and caretaking behaviours towards cats, owners were more likely to display all
interactions and caretaking behaviours than semi-owners. In addition, semi-owned cats were
more likely to have had kittens than owned cats and in this way contribute to unwanted cat
numbers. Preventing semi-ownership behaviour entirely is difficult for a variety of psychosocial reasons, but may not be essential to achieve the goals of improving cat care/welfare and
reducing the number of unwanted kittens born. Encouraging and facilitating sterilization of
semi-owned cats whose semi-owner cannot or will not take ownership of the cat may be an
alternative and effective way to address the issues caused by cat semi-ownership. Our findings
can inform policies and strategies aimed at mitigating the contribution of semi-owners to the
unwanted cat problem, by providing a mechanism to distinguish semi-ownership from casual
cat interactions, strategies to access semi-owners, and educational approaches to modify semiownership behaviour.

Supporting Information
S1 Table. Questionnaire categories and data variable details.
(DOCX)

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0133293 July 28, 2015

18 / 21

Cat Ownership Perception and Caretaking

S2 Table. Distributions of study cats in semi-ownership and ownership human-cat relationships and potential determinants of ownership perception that were not significantly
associated with the perception of ownership of the study cat.
(DOCX)

Acknowledgments
We gratefully acknowledge RSPCA Australia and RSPCA Queensland for their support of this
project. We are very thankful also for the practical support from shelter, administrative staff
and volunteers at RSPCA Queensland’s Wacol Animal Care Campus, and to the adopters who
participated in the study. We would also like to sincerely thank Dr John Morton for providing
statistical advice for this work.

Author Contributions
Conceived and designed the experiments: SZ DV PB MP CP. Performed the experiments: SZ.
Analyzed the data: SZ DV PB MP CP. Contributed reagents/materials/analysis tools: SZ DV
PB MP CP. Wrote the paper: SZ DV PB MP CP.

References
1.

Alberthsen C, Rand J, Bennett P, Paterson M, Lawrie M, et al. (2013) Cat admissions to RSPCA shelters in Queensland, Australia: description of cats and risk factors for euthanasia after entry. Australian
Veterinary Journal 91: 35–42. doi: 10.1111/avj.12013 PMID: 23356370

2.

Toukhsati SR, Bennett PC, Coleman GJ (2007) Behaviors and Attitudes towards Semi-Owned Cats.
Anthrozoös 20: 131–142.

3.

Australian Companion Animal Council (2010) Contribution of the pet care industry to the Australian
economy. 7th ed.

4.

Levy JK, Woods JE, Turick SL, Etheridge DL (2003) Number of unowned free-roaming cats in a college
community in the southern United States and characteristics of community residents who feed them.
Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association 223: 202–205. PMID: 12875446

5.

Toukhsati S, Phillips C, Podberscek A, Coleman G (2012) Semi-Ownership and Sterilisation of Cats
and Dogs in Thailand. Animals 2: 611–627.

6.

Finkler H, Terkel J (2012) The contribution of cat owners’ attitudes and behaviours to the free-roaming
cat overpopulation in Tel Aviv, Israel. Preventive Veterinary Medicine 104: 125–135. doi: 10.1016/j.
prevetmed.2011.11.006 PMID: 22236552

7.

Toukhsati SR, Young E, Bennett PC, Coleman GJ (2012) Wandering Cats: Attitudes and Behaviors
towards Cat Containment in Australia. Anthrozoös 25: 61–74.

8.

Downes M, Canty MJ, More SJ (2009) Demography of the pet dog and cat population on the island of
Ireland and human factors influencing pet ownership. Preventive Veterinary Medicine 92: 140–149.
doi: 10.1016/j.prevetmed.2009.07.005 PMID: 19700212

9.

Slater MR, Di Nardo A, Pediconi O, Villa PD, Candeloro L, et al. (2008) Cat and dog ownership and
management patterns in central Italy. Preventive Veterinary Medicine 85: 267–294. doi: 10.1016/j.
prevetmed.2008.02.001 PMID: 18374434

10.

Haspel C, Calhoon RE (1990) The Interdependence of Humans and Free-Ranging Cats in Brooklyn,
New York. Anthrozoös 3: 155–155.

11.

Webb C. Management of unowned cat colonies; 1995; Melbourne, Australia.

12.

Marston LC, Bennett PC (2009) Admissions of cats to animal welfare shelters in Melbourne, Australia.
Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science 12: 189–213. doi: 10.1080/10888700902955948 PMID:
20183474

13.

Alberthsen C (2014) The Australian Excess Cat Population: An Exploration of Cat Admissions and Outcomes to RSPCA Shelters. Brisbane: PhD Thesis, Univeristy of Queensland.

14.

Zito S, Paterson, M., Morton, J., Vankan, D., Bennett, P., Rand, J. and Phillips, C. (2015) Cross-sectional study of characteristics of owners and non-owners surrendering cats to four Australian animal
shelters. Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science In Press.

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0133293 July 28, 2015

19 / 21

Cat Ownership Perception and Caretaking

15.

Ajzen I (1991) The theory of planned behavior. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 50: 179–211.

16.

Ajzen I (1985) From intentions to actions: A theory of planned behavior. In: Beckman JKJ, editor.
Action-control: From cognition to behavior. Heidelberg, Germany: Springer. pp. 11–39.

17.

Rohlf V, Bennett PC, Toukhsati S, Coleman G (2010) Why Do Even Committed Dog Owners Fail to
Comply with Some Responsible Ownership Practices? Anthrozoös 23: 143–155.

18.

Gunaseelan S, Coleman GJ, Toukhsati SR (2013) Attitudes toward responsible pet ownership behaviors in Singaporean cat owners. Anthrozoös 26: 199–211.

19.

Rohlf VI, Bennett PC, Toukhsati S, Coleman G (2012) Beliefs underlying dog owners' health care
behaviors: results from a large, self-selected, internet sample. Anthrozoös 25: 170–185.

20.

Lloyd K, Hernandez S (2012) Public perceptions of domestic cats and preferences for feral cat management in the southeastern United States. Anthrozoös 25: 337–351.

21.

Mornement K, Coleman G, Toukhsati S, Bennett P (2012) What Do Current and Potential Australian
Dog Owners Believe about Shelter Practices and Shelter Dogs? Anthrozoös 25: 457–473.

22.

Spindel ME, Slater MR, Boothe D (2013) A survey of North American shelter practices relating to feline
upper respiratory management. Journal of Feline Medicine and Surgery 15: 323–327. doi: 10.1177/
1098612X13477801 PMID: 23400683

23.

Fabiola B, Ignasi B (2012) Social research 2.0: virtual snowball sampling method using Facebook.
Internet Research 22: 57–74.

24.

Brickman Bhutta C (2012) Not by the Book: Facebook as a Sampling Frame. Sociological Methods &
Research 41: 57–88.

25.

Riva G, Teruzzi T, Anolli L (2003) The use of the internet in psychological research: comparison of
online and offline questionnaires. Cyberpsychology & Behavior: the impact of the Internet, multimedia
and virtual reality on behavior and society 6: 73.

26.

Gosling S, Vazire S, Srivastava S, John O (2004) Should we trust web-based studies? A comparative
analysis of six preconceptions about internet questionnaires. The American Psychologist 59: 93–104.
PMID: 14992636

27.

Cassese E, Huddy L, Hartman T, Mason L, Weber C (2013) Socially Mediated Internet Surveys:
Recruiting Participants for Online Experiments. Political Science & Politics 46: 775.

28.

Abramson JH (2011) WINPEPI updated: computer programs for epidemiologists, and their teaching
potential. Epidemiologic Perspectives & Innovations 8: 1–9.

29.

Qualtrics (2012) Qualtrics. 12,018 ed. Provo, Utah, U.S.A.: www.qualtrics.com.

30.

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011) Census Home. Australian Government.

31.

Finkler H, Hatna E, Terkel J (2011) The impact of anthropogenic factors on the behavior, reproduction,
management and welfare of urban, free-roaming cat populations. Anthrozoös 24: 31–49.

32.

Rochberg-Halton E (1979) Cultural signs and urban adaptation: the meaning of cherished household
possessions. Chigago. PhD Thesis, University of Chigaco.

33.

Centonze LA, Levy JK (2002) Characteristics of free-roaming cats and their caretakers. Journal of the
American Veterinary Medical Association 220: 1627–1633. PMID: 12051500

34.

MacArthur SL, Levy JK, Dingman PA, Tucker SJ (2012) Outcome of pets adopted during a waived-fee
adoption event: Maddie's Matchmaker Adoptathon. Maddie's Shelter Medicine Conference. Orlando,
Florida: Maddie's Shelter Medicine Program, College of Veterinary Medicine, University of Florida.

35.

Neidhart L, Boyd R (2002) Companion Animal Adoption Study. Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science 5: 175–192. PMID: 12578739

36.

Toribio J-ALM, Norris JM, White JD, Dhand NK, Hamilton SA, et al. (2009) Demographics and husbandry of pet cats living in Sydney, Australia: results of cross-sectional survey of pet ownership. Journal
of Feline Medicine and Surgery 11: 449–461. doi: 10.1016/j.jfms.2008.06.010 PMID: 19070524

37.

Lord LK (2008) Attitudes toward and perceptions of free-roaming cats among individuals living in Ohio.
Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association 232: 1159–1167. doi: 10.2460/javma.232.8.
1159 PMID: 18412526

38.

Mejdell C, Lee G, Lund V, Kennedy M, Keeling L, et al. (2010) An International Comparison of Female
and Male Students’ Attitudes to the Use of Animals. Animals 1: 7–26.

39.

Emmel N, Hughes K, Greenhalgh J, Sales A (2007) Accessing socially excluded people—Trust and
the gatekeeper in the researcher-participant relationship. Sociological Research Online 12.

40.

Natoli E, Ferrari M, Bolletti E, Pontier D (1999) Relationshps between Cat Lovers and Feral Cats in
Rome. Anthrozoös 12: 16–23.

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0133293 July 28, 2015

20 / 21

Cat Ownership Perception and Caretaking

41.

Natoli E, Maragliano L, Cariola G, Faini A, Bonanni R, et al. (2006) Management of feral domestic cats
in the urban environment of Rome (Italy). Preventive Veterinary Medicine 77: 180–185. PMID:
17034887

42.

Aronson E (1969) The theory of cognitive dissonance: A current perspective. In: Berkowitz L, editor.
Advances in experimental social psychology. New York: Academic Press. pp. 1–34.

43.

Aronson E (1998) Dissonance, hypocrisy and the self-concept. In: Harmon-Jones E, Mills JS, editors.
Cognitive dissonance theory: Revival with revisions and controversies. Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association. pp. 21–36.

44.

Aronson E, Wilson TD, Akert RM (2013) Social psychology. United Kingdom Prentice-Hall International; Upper Saddle River, N.J: Pearson.

45.

Katcher AH, Beck AM. Safety and intimacy—Physiological and behavioral responses to interactions
with companion animals; 1983; Vienna, Austria. Austrian Academy of Sciences, Institute for Interdisciplinary Research on the Human-Pet Relationship. pp. 112–128.

46.

Webb C (2008) Australia asks "Who's for Cats?". AAWS International Animal Welfare Conference.
Gold Coast, Australia.

47.

Victorian Government (2013) Domestic Animal Management Plan 1 July 2013 to 30 June 2017. City of
Melbourne,.

48.

Denny E, Dickman C (2010) Review of cat ecology and management strategies in Australia. Sydney:
Invasive Animals Cooperative Research Centre, Institute of Wildlife Research, School of Biological Sciences, University of Sydney.

49.

Paterson M (2014) TNR (Trap-Neuter-Return): Is it a solution for the management of feral cats in Australia? In: Burns GL, Paterson M, editors. Engaging with animals: interpretations of a shared existence.
Sydney: Sydney University Press pp. 169–184.

50.

Farnworth M, Dye N, Keown N (2010) The Legal Status of Cats in New Zealand: A Perspective on the
Welfare of Companion, Stray, and Feral Domestic Cats (Felis catus). Journal of Applied Animal Welfare
Science 13: 180–188. doi: 10.1080/10888700903584846 PMID: 20349383

51.

Lord LK, Wittum TE, Ferketich AK, Funk JA, Rajala-Schultz PJ (2007) Search methods that people use
to find owners of lost pets. Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association 230: 1835–1840.
PMID: 17571985

52.

Hood J. Pet ownership and Asian multiculturalism; 1998; Perth, Australia.

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0133293 July 28, 2015

21 / 21

