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INTRODUCTION 

 

It is no stretch to say that humans have a special connection with their domesticated animals, 

most specifically their dogs and cats. Whereas domestic dogs are considerably dependent on 

their human companions for survival and reproductive health, domestic cats are not. The 

independent nature of cats has serious ramifications to those environments they thrive in. Recent 

research has estimated that domestic cats and their stray/feral counterparts account for nearly 3 

billion land-bird deaths and nearly 20 billion mammal deaths, exceeding “all other sources of 

anthropogenic morality of US birds and mammals” (Loss et al., 2013, p. 2). This impact of cats 

on their local ecosystems is causing concern among natural scientists and conservationists whom 

are increasingly demanding policy action.   

 

The Hawaiian Islands have launched policy initiatives to reduce the impact of domestic cats, 

providing a clear platform to evaluate the nascent policy process. Although the evidence of the 

domestic cat’s impact on the environment seems inarguable, there are considerable obstacles to 

the policy process that can be attributed to the way in which cats, cat-advocates, and scientists 

are socially constructed. This paper reviews the current state of the domestic cat’s impact on the 

environment, the policy process being undertaken in Hawaii, and how the social construction of 

the actors involved impacts the policy process. Ultimately, I argue that the obstacles to effective 

policy are fundamentally due to social construction and, as such, recommend that policy action 

needs to begin with—minimally—a concerted effort to affect the perception and social 

constructions of free-roaming cats.  

 

FREE-ROAMING CATS AND THE ENVIRONMENT 

 

Humans have an undeniable connection with their domestic pets. The closest of these is arguably 

between humans and their dogs and cats because, at a minimum, these are the animals that are 

most common owned as pets and are allowed to freely roam people’s homes. Furthermore, it has 

been suggested that in many circumstances pet owners derive “more satisfaction from their pet 

relationships than from those [relationships] with humans” (Archer, 1996, p. 238). Historically, 

dogs have been the most prevalent pet, yet results from a recent survey of American households 

show that domestic cats have greatly increased in popularity among the American people, 

“…surpassing the dog to become America’s most numerous pet” (Levy & Crawford, 2004, p. 

1354; referring to American Pet Products Manufacturers Association, 2002). Altogether, this 

suggests that the role of domestic cats is decidedly important to American households and it is 

likely that their populations will continue to increase as human populations increase. 

 

Furthermore, as domestic cat populations increase stray and feral cat populations will also 

increase. Free-roaming domestic cats have on average 1.4 litters with 5 kittens per year which, 

accounting for an estimated 75% mortality rate, results in 1-2 additional feral cats per year 

(Nutter et al., 2004). These additional feral cats will in turn parent even more cats, resulting in an 

exponential increase in feral cat populations. This is an alarming trend as free-roaming cat 



populations are most assuredly increasing and it is widely known that cats are adept hunters. Cat 

predation has been broadly studied and found to directly impact the populations of their prey 

with consistent predation rates occurring across both rural and urban environments (Baker et al., 

2005; Baker et al., 2008; Lepczyk et al., 2002; Mitchell & Beck, 1992) This poses the free-

roaming cat—domestic, stray, or feral—as a considerable risk to the populations of their prey, 

especially in those ecosystems that harbor vulnerable and endangered populations of birds, 

mammals, reptiles, and amphibians. 

 

Collisions with man-made structures and habitat destruction have long been accepted as the 

leading cause of anthropogenic mortality in land-birds and mammals (excepting mammals from 

collisions with man-made structures). However, research suggests that free-roaming cats are now 

the leading cause of anthropogenic mortality of land-birds and mammals in the US, being 

responsible for an estimated 1.4-3.7 billion bird deaths and 6.9-20.7 billion mammal deaths per 

year (Loss et al., 2013). The range of these estimates is vast as it is difficult to quantify the 

number of animals that a cat kills. Loyd et al., (2013) found that only 23% of cat-kills were 

returned to households (the standard method of quantifying cat-kills), whereas 49% of cat-kills 

were left at the site of the kill, and only 28% were consumed. Most alarming, though, are 

findings indicating that free-roaming cats have either directly caused or have contributed to the 

extinction of 36 species of birds, mammals, and reptiles. Furthermore, free-roaming cats 

critically impact the populations of 139 species classified as ‘critically endangered’, 

‘endangered’, and ‘vulnerable’ (Medina et al., 2011). These figures suggests, at a minimum, that 

the impact of free-roaming cats is considerably large and although it may be inherently difficult 

to measure, we would be remiss to assume that there is no environmental impact.  

 

Beyond the impacts that predation has on the populations of sensitive prey, the expanding 

populations of free-roaming cats are increasingly linked to higher degrees of disease 

transmission to native fauna. Feral cat populations heighten the risk of disease transmission for 

two reasons: First, the dense aggregation and concentration of any animal is linked to an increase 

in disease transmission and second, cats are the only definitive hosts for the parasite Toxoplasma 

gondii which is consistently linked to central nervous system diseases in birds and mammals 

(Dickman, 1996; Jessup 2004; McCallum et al., 2001). Feral cats are often the apex predator of 

their respective ecosystems, have an abundance of prey, high breeding rates, and are a 

cosmopolitan species (meaning they can survive in a broad range of ecosystems), all directly 

leading to their proliferation, aggregation, and concentration in the wild (Biró et al., 2005; 

Fitzgerald & Karl, 1986). This concentration promotes disease transmission throughout the cats 

themselves and greatly increases the odds of transmission to other species through high 

concentrations of urine, feces, and saliva. Toxoplasma Gondii, one of over 100 species of 

pathogens carried by cats, is highly transmissible and severely impacts non-cat animal 

populations, including causing severe illness and pregnancy trauma in humans (Dickman, 1996; 

Dubey, 2004; Jones et al., 2001). Despite the predation impact of free-roaming cats, it is worth 

noting that the potential for disease transmission considerably elevates the threat to both the 

environment and human health posed by free-roaming cats. 

 

The environmental impacts of free-roaming cats has not gone unnoticed, but management plans 

have been slow to gain traction in the policy arena. Island nations are leading the vanguard on 

policy action as they are disproportionately impacted by free-roaming cats since, in general, they 



have high levels of biodiversity yet many island-species lack anti-predation techniques. Due to 

this, many nations have eradicated and banned cats from islands to protect species diversity, but 

these islands tend to be outlying, rural, and sparsely populated (Nogales et al., 1990). Although 

larger, urban islands such as Hawaii and New Zealand face the same risks from free-roaming 

cats, full-scale removal or reduction proposals are met with fierce opposition. As such, the 

current policy for many at-risk ecosystems is Trap-Neuter-Return (TNR) which attempts to 

sterilize feral cat colonies with the intention that populations will slowly decline. An intensively 

controlled study found that TNR is effective at long-term reduction of feral cat populations 

(Levy et al., 2003) yet other studies have shown that realistic TNR programs (accounting for 

limited resources and ability to broadly initiate TNR) found that these programs were not 

effective at reducing overall populations (Andersen et al., 2004; Barrows, 2004; Foley et al., 

2005; Longcore et al., 2009). It is plausible that TNR would be effective if given robust 

institutional support and resources, yet free-roaming cats are low on governance agendas. 

Furthermore, there are advocacy groups such as People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals 

(PETA) that resist the TNR program on grounds that the post-surgery returns of these cats leaves 

them vulnerable to suffering and death (PETA, 2015).  

 

Thus, there is a tension between the considerable environmental impact of free-roaming cats and 

the ways in which governments ought to address the issue. On one hand, the eradication of feral 

cats and heavy-handed regulation of domestic cats may be warranted, especially within those 

ecosystems that are most susceptible to the risks posed by free-roaming cats. On the other hand, 

cats are viewed as pets and, as such, are given an elevated status in societies (especially urban 

societies) that may impart certain ethical or cultural norms that resist heavy-handed regulation. 

The remainder of this paper explores the policy landscape regarding free-roaming cats in the 

context of the Hawaiian Islands, suggesting that the social construction of the actors in this 

environmental issue—cats, cat prey, pet owners, and scientists—pose the greatest obstacle to 

policy solutions. Ultimately, it is suggested that effective policy action needs to address the 

social constructions of these actors, beginning with a concerted effort to reexamine the social 

construction of feral cats and their prey to better align with conservation goals.  

 

THE POLICY LANDSCAPE 

 

Before evaluating the policy processes in the Hawaiian Islands, it is useful to briefly describe the 

significance of social construction on the policy process. Social Construction Theory (SCT), as 

applied to public policy, most generally refers to the implicit roles that certain groups play in 

society and how those roles affect policy decisions. More specifically, Schneider et al. (2014) 

recognize “that much of the political world is socially constructed, drawing on emotional and 

value-laden images and symbols rather than objective representations of ‘reality’” (p. 106), 

which impacts the issues that are addressed, the policy solutions that are considered, and the 

policy benefits and burdens that are placed on groups. According to SCT, groups are socially 

constructed along two dimension. First, groups rest on a continuum between high and low 

degrees of power. Simply, this can be seen as the ability of the group to influence policy 

decisions. Second, groups rest on a continuum between being positively and negatively viewed, 

suggesting that society—broadly speaking—either favors the group or does not. In this way, 

high-power, positive groups tend to reap benefits from policy whereas low-power, negative 

groups tend to reap burdens. 



Most generally, the salient groups within the free-roaming cat policy issue are pet-owners and 

cat-advocates, scientists and conservationists, cats, and the cat prey. Cats, their owners, and cat-

advocates are socially constructed to be dependent, meaning that they have relatively little power 

to influence policy yet are positively viewed. Their low power suggests that they will not receive 

ample benefits or resources from policy, but their positively-constructed image also suggests that 

policy will not explicitly burden them. The role that cats play as pets have solidified their 

positive image, as can be seen by the lack of willingness to eradicate or reduce populations and 

the reticence to robustly support TNR policy programs. Given the dependent categorization of 

cats and their owners (including those that advocate on the behalf of cats), we should expect 

policies regarding cats to be passive and largely fruitless, aiming to meet minimum thresholds 

that do not overly burden these groups. 

 

The animals that cats prey on play an important role in the policy process. Policy aimed at 

reducing cat populations will be more easily implemented if the group being conserved—here, 

the cat’s prey—are more positively constructed than the cats themselves. Unfortunately, this is 

often not the case. It is likely that many of the small birds and mammals that cats prey on are, at 

most, neutrally constructed (meaning that people don’t have an opinion either way), and often 

negatively constructed. The indifference with which we deploy mouse traps serves as an example 

of this. This neutral or negative construction, combined with no respectable power to affect 

policy decisions, suggests that this group will either be ignored or unduly burdened by policy 

decisions.  

 

Scientists and conservationists fare better than cat-prey in that they have substantially more 

resources and ability to influence policy, yet they are still negatively constructed in relation to 

cats and pet-owners. It is important to recognize that many socially constructed policies reflect 

the relative position of competing groups, and as such it is sufficient that scientists and 

conservationists are less favorably constructed in relation to domesticated pet cats. Much of 

society does not value or is otherwise uninterested in conservation and the prescriptions of 

scientists, especially when those values and prescriptions conflict with a group that is highly 

valued—such as pet cats. Although these groups may be well-intentioned, their perspectives, 

agendas, and policy solutions are often be overlooked merely by virtue of their societal 

construction in relation to the construction of cats.  

 

Just as policy-decisions will differentially impact groups depending on their social constructions, 

the ways in which different groups define the issue will impact the policy process. With respect 

to the free-roaming cat issue, there are two predominant problem definitions that dominate the 

policy arena: Scientists and conservationists cast it as a problem of cat overpopulation and cat-

advocates cast it as a problem of human behavior. As discussed previously, these two groups 

have competing social constructions which will impact how the respective problem definitions 

are received. Policy suggestions meant to solve a problem of cat overpopulation tend to 

denounce TNR (on grounds of its ineffectiveness) and propound hard-lined policies that, at 

times, recommend euthanizing stray and feral cats (American Bird Conservancy, 2015; Lepczyk 

et al., 2010; Schmidt et al., 2009). In contrast, policy suggestions meant to solve a problem of 

human behavior tend to promote community education and, at most, mild forms of sterilization 

(Alley Cat Allies, 2015; Scott et al., 2002).  

 



Although scientists and conservationists have more resources with which to impact policy 

decisions, the fact that they are more negatively constructed than cats and cat-advocates suggests 

that their problem definition (and relevant solutions) will be viewed less favorably than those 

that seek to protect cats. In this way, it can be seen how the social construction of the issue not 

only affects how implemented policy will impact certain groups, but also how the social 

construction of the groups themselves impacts the policy process. Given that scientists and 

conservationists are negatively constructed and their solutions are in direct contest with cat-

advocates, it is unlikely that heavy-handed population reduction will be implemented. If, as these 

groups suggest, the problem is truly an over-population of free-roaming cats then it would appear 

that community education and mild TNR will not satisfice to conserve biodiversity, although it 

may be the only policy considered. 

 

FREE-ROAMING CATS AND THE HAWAIIAN ISLANDS 

 

Mark Twain visited the Hawaiian Islands in 1866 and was surprised by the number of cats he 

saw, commenting that “[he] saw…tame cats, wild cats, singed cats, individual cats, groups of 

cats, platoons of cats, companies of cats, regiments of cats, armies of cats, multitudes of cats, 

millions of cats” (Twain & Clemens, 1899, quoted by Department of Land and Natural 

Resources, 2013). Feral cats—among other feral, invasive species—have long plagued the 

Hawaiian Islands. As such, Hawaii provides a salient example of the policy process regarding 

free-roaming cats as they have a legitimate need to manage these animals, yet the current TNR 

policies are regarded as insufficient to stymy the threat of cat predation (Robertson, 2008).  

 

Feral animals, in general, are not an uncommon problem in Hawaii and so one would expect that 

their management would be relatively institutionalized. However, although Hawaiian officials 

have mandated the eradication of feral sheep and goats to protect native plant species, there is 

considerable opposition to applying the same principles to feral cats (Department of Land and 

Natural Resources, 2013). In part, this is due to advocacy organizations such as CatFriends, Poi 

Dogs and Popoki, and AdvoCATS which all espouse community education, TNR programs, and 

other non-lethal methods of free-roaming cat control. These organizations specifically denounce 

euthanasia or any other form of lethal control, generally on grounds that feral cats can be 

“sterilized, vaccinated and microchipped…[which] ensures that animals can be adopted into 

homes and live long, healthy and safe lives” (Poi Dogs and Popoki, 2015). This illuminates the 

underlying tension in the policy process, invoking the social construction of cats—feral cats are 

not viewed as rogue wildlife in need of management, but as possible pets that are merely in need 

of a loving owner. Any policy that attempts to cull these populations of ‘pets’ will be, obviously, 

met with opposition.  

 

Hawaii is not foreign to invasive species. As mentioned above, federal mandates have required 

that feral populations of invasive species of goat and sheep be eradicated in order to protect 

native biodiversity. Many non-profit and government agencies, including the Hawaiian Human 

Society (HHS), the United States Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS), the United States 

Geological Survey (USGS), and the National Park Service (NPS) have reported that heavy-

handed regulation of feral cat colonies—up to and including eradication—may be required 

(Hawaiian Humane Society, 2014; Hess & Banko, 2006; National Park Service, 2015; Ogan & 

Jurek, 1997). Regardless of scientific recommendations and precedent for the management of 



feral species, feral cat population reduction remains a taboo policy solution. This is perhaps best 

evidenced by the accusation that the Hawaii Island Humane Society is “killing animals when 

they don’t have to” and their response, stressing that “overall statistics include feral cats, 

chickens, mongoose and other animals [and]…a better measure…is the humane society’s 90 

percent adoption rate for adoptable animals” (Lauer, 2015, p. 1). This suggests that it is 

necessary for governing agencies to cloak management efforts, including euthanasia, under 

pretenses of treating pets rather than treating pests. This is, simply, the positive social 

construction of cats influencing management and policy decisions.  

 

Current laws regarding animal cruelty, pet ownership, invasive species, and endangered animal 

management in Hawaii are frequently contradictory. While they may provide leverage to reduce 

free-roaming cat populations, they are often symbolic and difficult to enforce given the 

competing roles that cats play (e.g. pets, invasive species, and feral animals). Underlying the 

current laws in Hawaii is the Cat Protection Law of 1995 which requires all pet cats that roam 

outside and are over 6 months old to be sterilized and wear identification (Winter, 2004). 

Although this law was ultimately meant to reduce free-roaming cat populations, it is largely 

symbolic and has proved to hinder management efforts more than help them. First, the sheer 

number of feral and stray cats makes it difficult at best to enforce since a person’s pet cat is 

indistinguishable from other cats, and so it relies on pet owner’s self-enforcement—a largely 

ineffective method of enforcement. Second, in essence the law made it legal for pet cats to roam 

outside assuming certain conditions were met. This does little to remove threats of predation and 

disease transmission, as well as sincerely complicates management agencies efforts to enforce 

wildlife protections laws (Adler, 2014).  

 

Both the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) and the Endangered Species Act (ESA) protect 

many of the species that fall prey to free-roaming cats in the Hawaiian Islands, yet their 

enforcement is complex. If a cat kills a migratory bird or an endangered species, who is liable? If 

the cat has identification perhaps the cat’s owner could be held liable, yet this raises further 

questions. If a feral cat colony is being managed by an advocacy group through TNR programs 

and the cat colony kills a migratory bird or an endangered species, is the advocacy group liable? 

These may not be controversial questions if the Hawaiian Islands had not made it legal to leave 

cats outdoors without provisions on their liability and cats were not socially constructed as pets. 

Both mongoose and rabbits—invasive species that pose risks to native Hawaiian wildlife—are 

managed under MBTA and ESA which expressly permit their removal if they become 

threatening to a species (Gardner, 2014). These animals are not considered pets, and as such they 

are not subject to the same degree of animal cruelty laws that serve to protect cats as Hawaiian 

animal cruelty laws explicitly prohibit the intentional killing of “pet animals” (Gardner, 2014). 

This considerably obscures the ability to carry out population reductions of free-roaming cats 

because it is difficult—at best—to know which cats are pets, and what liability this confers on 

pet owners and those agencies that carry out TNR programs. Thus, there are significant 

institutional challenges to managing free-roaming cats that stem from their social construction as 

pets and those policies that serve to protect pets. 

 

The policy process regarding free-roaming cats in the Hawaiian Islands is, ultimately, dominated 

by the social construction of cats—feral or otherwise—as domestic pets. This social construction 

prevents realistic management efforts that may include drastic population reduction (i.e. 



euthanasia, colony eradication) from becoming viable policy alternatives. Instead, and since feral 

cats are constructed as pets-to-be, the policy process in Hawaii will likely be stalled on the 

already accepted—yet insufficient and ineffective—TNR programs. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The free-roaming cat issue is not necessarily complex, yet it is difficult. The social construction 

of cats as domestic pets or, at least, potential domestic pets provides a significant barrier to 

effective population management. As suggested, it is truly this fundamental issue of social 

constructions that prevent resolution to the free-roaming cat problem, therefore policy action 

needs to begin with—minimally—a concerted effort to alter the public’s perspective of these 

social constructions. This begins with delineating domestic cats—pets—from feral cats, perhaps 

by re-labeling feral cats. There is power in titles, and as long as ‘feral cats’ uses the word ‘cats’, 

it is likely that a link to domestic cats will remain. Research shows that the language with which 

we use to describe animals—including that which buttresses the social construction of cats as 

pets—greatly influences “how animals are socially constructed…[and] how they are treated by 

human society” (Stibbe, 2001, p. 147). This suggests that part of the free-roaming cat issue is, in 

fact, the titles that we give them and the ways in which we describe them. Through re-branding 

feral cats, it is plausible that heavy-handed policy up to and including eradication would be a 

more acceptable management solution.  

 

Additionally, it is beneficial to positively increase the image of cat prey. Instead of drab, 

nameless bird species and rodent pests, management efforts should focus on the animated and 

charming facets of these small animals. By animating the birds, mammals, and reptiles that are at 

risk due to cats, an opportunity to effectively manage free-roaming cats may arise as there would 

be a prerogative to conserve the positively constructed prey. This should not be difficult as the 

fauna most at risk—native island species—also tend to be more appreciated for their charismatic 

behaviors and bright plumages (Coria & Calfucura, 2012). Minimally, the most charismatic prey 

would need to be adopted as the ‘poster-child’ of the impacts of cats on the environment, in turn 

escalating the social constructions of many species of cat prey by extension. 

 

Decreasing the perceptions of feral cats and increasing those of cat prey may be necessary to 

impact realistic policy against free-roaming cats, but it also may not be sufficient to do so. It is 

unlikely that these altered constructions will alone be sufficient to re-imagine policy that 

negatively impacts cats-as-pets, and so highlighting the high degree of disease transmission in 

feral cats could help by defining the issue as a different problem, namely one of human health. 

This is especially true if the impact that Toxoplasma Gondii (a parasite primarily carried by cats) 

has on pregnant women is highlighted since pregnant women will arguably be more positively 

constructed than cats-as-pets. By focusing on the potential effect on human health and 

specifically pregnant women, the lesser social construction of cats can be used to implement 

realistic policy that aims at managing feral animals as just that—feral animals. Human health is 

often a valence issue meaning that both sides of ideological divides tend to agree on it as a 

motivating goal, suggesting that re-defining the free-roaming cat issue as a public health issue 

would supersede the other conflicting problem definitions.  

 



Unfortunately, modifying the perceptions and constructions of cats is not so easy in the modern 

age of social media. Social media provides an exceptionally reliable platform to create, dispense, 

and shift cultural norms which highly impact the underlying cultural and social constructions of 

various groups (Atran, 2001; Marwick, 2013; Shafer, 2012). This is, perhaps, especially true of 

our perceptions of cats. Google Trends searches of ‘cat meme’, ‘cat video’, and ‘kitten meme’ all 

show that the digestion of cat-culture social media has tremendously increased, with projections 

suggesting that it will only increase in the coming years. Anecdotally, these memes and videos 

are overwhelmingly positive, reinforcing the construction of cats as beloved pets and further 

entrenching their positive image into the minds of the public. This is not an easy obstacle to 

overcome—the pervasiveness of cat-inspired social media buttresses the positive social 

construction of cats against competing constructions, including cat prey. Furthermore, it is 

plausible that potential threats to human health can become hollow in the face of the 

overwhelming cultural reinforcement that is caused by cat-inspired social media. This suggests 

that social construction, writ large, does in fact lie as a fundamental obstacle to realistic and 

effective policy that manages free-roaming cats for their environmental impact and not merely as 

pets needing to be adopted. 

 

Although the social construction of cats provides a significant barrier to effective policy, it is 

worth considering the effects of heavy-handed policy (euthanasia, eradication, etc.) without 

shifting social constructions. As mentioned previously, many small and rural nations have 

already eradicated cats from their islands so it is plausible that this type of policy would be 

enacted on a larger scale if the environmental or public health impact was large enough to 

warrant it. If cats remain constructed as beloved pets, yet policy demands heavy-handed 

management, is there a risk that policy has ceased to take into account human welfare? There are 

many studies that suggest a link between animal violence and taboo social behavior, expressly 

emphasizing violence directed towards human pets (Ascion & Lockwood, 2001; Lockwood, 

2005; Piper, 2003; Wright & Hensley, 2003). Perhaps the management of wild animals does not 

predicate taboo social behavior, yet violence towards pets does. In this case, it may be necessary 

to negatively re-construct the free-roaming cat in order to protect our own humanity. Heavy-

handed management without consideration of the social effects of killing large numbers of cats-

as-pets may turn out perverse and short-sighted. It is not that free-roaming cats should not be 

managed, only that consideration of greater societal impacts be acknowledged within any policy. 

 

As this paper has suggested, without shifting the social constructions of cats and their prey it is 

simply unlikely that effective management of free-roaming cats is possible. In the US, no one 

will eat dogs as long as they are seen as pets and policy that requires killing cats may be equally 

vile. Therefore, policy is needed that requires protecting cat prey and public health but does not 

shy away from the killing of feral animals, constructed as such. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Domestic cats enrich people’s lives as pets, yet their capacity to thrive in the wild poses them as 

a considerable risk to the species they prey on. This paper has reviewed the environmental 

impact of free-roaming cats and briefly described the ways in which the social construction of 

cats impacts the policy process. The free-roaming cat problem is a salient example of the way in 

which our perceptions and social constructions affect the ways in which we manage our 



environment. Ultimately, we must understand that we are not attempting to regulate the adorable 

kitten that provides satisfaction to families—it is the wild animal that indiscriminately preys on 

threatened species and thus requires appreciable and effective management. 
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