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Their domestication originates 
with their role as pest controllers 
in grain stores, and today they  
are second only to dogs as the 
UK’s most popular pet. 

Background
They provide millions of people with companionship, amusement, and their 
unique brand of indifferent affection. They are also still kept, especially in rural 
areas, for their skills as pest-controllers, keeping rats and mice out of houses and 
outbuildings. However, the same hunting prowess that makes cats helpful allies 
might also be a problem in other contexts, and ‘outdoor’ cats kill many wild 
animals (including birds, mammals, amphibians and reptiles) every year. Aside from 
the unpleasantness of dead and half-dead animals being brought through the cat 
flap, some conservation and wildlife organisations are concerned that a large cat 
population may be contributing to national declines in small bird populations.   

Previous research has attempted to 
quantify just how much wildlife is lost 
to cat predation each year. Although 
national-scale studies have produced 
impressive estimates of the large 
numbers killed, such large numbers do 
not necessarily equate to population-
level impacts on birds or mammals. 
These broad-brush assessments are 
also unable to tell us about important 
variations that might be taking place at 
smaller scales, for example, by pointing 
to areas where cat predation might 
indeed be contributing to local declines 
of vulnerable species. Although these big 
numbers make the headlines, they have 
had little influence on policy, practice, or 
public attitudes. In practice, campaigns 
hoping to convince people that their 
valued companions and diligent mousers 
are an urgent environmental problem 
have not generally been well-received. 

In some regions, and notably the USA, 
debates about cats and their impacts 
have become increasingly combative and 
polarised, with conservation advocates 
and cat enthusiasts clashing over 
management proposals (particularly 
for feral cats). However, demarcating 
and reinforcing neat divisions between 
‘cat people’ and ‘wildlife people’ 
oversimplifies the issue, especially as 
many cat owners are also concerned 
about wildlife conservation or the 
welfare of prey animals. Cat owners 
are an important interest group whose 
perspectives on this issue, and key role 
in addressing it, are often overlooked.  
Understanding the concerns, decisions 
and actions of cat owners will be critical 
to effective and sustainable management 
of hunting behaviour in domestic cats.



1. Understanding social aspects of cat 
predation of wildlife

 Cat owners face challenging decisions 
about how best to care for their 
pets. Our research aims to find 
out how they feel about their cats’ 
hunting behaviour, their responsibilities 
in relation to this, and different 
management options. 

2. Evaluating how both cat hunting 
behaviour and cat health and welfare 
may be affected by a range of possible 
interventions by cat owners

 Numerous measures have been 
proposed as ways in which cat owners 
can help reduce their pets’ predation 
of wildlife, including both established 
techniques (eg, attaching bells, keeping 
cats in overnight) and novel methods 
such as playing with cats more 
frequently and varying feeding regimes 
and diet. We are working with cat 
owners to trial some of these measures 
and determine their effectiveness 
in reducing hunting and roaming 
behaviour.

3. Understanding the interactions 
between biological and social aspects 
of cat hunting behaviour and potential 
interventions

 Cat owners are ultimately responsible 
for implementing hunting management 
techniques, so it is vital we understand 
how they feel about the different 
methods we are investigating. For 
example, do they have concerns about 
effects on their cats’ behaviour and 
welfare? Are the suggested measures 
practical and achievable? These are 
questions best asked and answered 
by cat owners themselves; our role as 
researchers is to facilitate participation, 
provide guidance if needed, and share 
the outcomes.

4. Establishing constructive relationships 
between cat owners, cat interest 
groups and conservation interest 
groups

 Our project is guided by an 
Advisory Group consisting of 
independent experts, veterinarians 
and representatives from interested 
organisations including International  
Cat Care, the RSPCA and Songbird 
Survival. As well as providing advice 
on our research methods and the 
management techniques we’re testing, 
the Project Advisory Group serves as 
a forum for constructive discussion 
between interested organisations. 

Our Research
The University of Exeter is taking a novel approach to the challenge of cats hunting 
wildlife. Our position is that the tripartite relationship between people, domestic cats and 
vulnerable wildlife makes this a complex, shared problem, and our research is therefore 
being delivered in consultation and partnership with cat owners. We have four key aims:



PHASE 3 

We are now developing a simple survey tool to find out how the five 
viewpoints we identified in Phase 2 are distributed among a wider population 
of cat owners in the UK. This will help us to learn which views are prevalent 

among UK cat owners, and how owners’ perspectives on roaming and 
hunting are related to other factors, such as their interest in wildlife 

conservation or their cats’ behaviour.

PHASE 2
Our second study asked another group of participants to rank a set  

of statements (drawn from our Phase 1 interviews) about cat roaming and 
hunting behaviour from ‘most disagree’ to ‘most agree’. Analysing the resulting 

patterns of statements allowed us to distinguish five common viewpoints 
expressed by cat owners, and key areas of consensus and disagreement 

among them. For example, one group of owners were worried about the 
potential effects of their pets on wild birds, while another group prioritised 
their cats’ freedom to roam and did not consider hunting a particular issue.

PHASE 1 
We interviewed cat owners to explore key issues surrounding  

roaming and hunting behaviour in domestic cats. We identified a spectrum of 
views on hunting behaviour, from owners who perceived hunting as positive 

(for pest control, or as healthy cat behaviour) to those who were deeply 
concerned about its consequences for wild animals, their populations, and 

welfare. However, most owners saw hunting as normal behaviour for cats and 
were unsure how they could effectively prevent it. 

Social Research



Tracking Cat Activity 
We attach satellite loggers to cat 
collars to track their movements and 
find out when, where and how far 
cats roam away from home. This will 
help us to better understand any 
relationships between roaming and 
hunting behaviour (eg, do cats that 
travel further catch more?). 

Analysing Cat Diets 
Not all cats bring their prey home;  
some will eat it instead! We use a 
forensic technique called stable isotope 
analysis to examine the composition 
of cat whiskers and estimate the 
proportion of each cat’s diet that is 
made up of wild prey (as opposed to 
cat food provided by their owners). 
This helps us build a more accurate 
picture of how much cats are hunting 
than prey records alone.

Ecological Research 
Managing Hunting Behaviour
To investigate the effectiveness and 
suitability of a range of techniques to 
reduce the amount of wildlife killed  
by cats, we have been carrying out a  
large-scale citizen science project with 
more than 400 cat owners.

Throughout Spring 2019, participants used 
our dedicated online portal to record all 
the prey their cats brought home. Then, 
midway through the study period, they 
introduced one of five ‘interventions’: 

• A collar with a bell
• A collar with a colourful  

‘BirdsBeSafe®’ cover

• Switching from existing food to a  
meat-rich, complete diet

• Using ‘puzzle feeder’ toys to make 
dinner time more challenging

• Dedicated daily playtime, encouraging 
cats to perform hunting behaviours  
at home! 

All of these interventions have been 
suggested as ways of reducing hunting, and 
we are therefore investigating the effect 
that these changes have on cat behaviour. 
In addition to records of prey brought 
home, we have been using GPS collars and 
diet analysis to monitor cat activity. The 
findings of this research will be available 
later in 2019.



Combining  
Social and 
Ecological 
Research
Our 2019 trial has been investigating both  
the ecological effects of different management 
interventions and their social feasibility.  
As well as determining how well they work, 
and what effect they have on cats, we have 
been exploring how cat owners feel about  
the risks, benefits and practicalities of our 
different management techniques. 

We have therefore held a series of working 
groups where our study participants can 
discuss, debate and provide feedback on the 
different techniques we’re testing. We also 
hosted dedicated Facebook groups and web 
forums where participants could chat with  
one another and the project team, ask their 
own questions, and post photos and videos 
of the cats taking part in the trial. This has 
helped us to better understand cat owners’ 
perspectives on managing hunting behaviour, 
and will allow us to develop more useful and 
meaningful guidance.
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