
Understanding the motivations for and 
barriers  to achieving increased neutering of 
cats



The problem

• Cat overpopulation is a 

persistent problem

• It proves particularly resistant 

to intervention

• Animal welfare organisations 

have high numbers of unwanted 

cats



The need

• Fresh thinking 

on intervention 

design for cat 

neutering



• In 2012, the RSPCA commissioned 
research to gain an understanding  of 
the reasons why cat owners do or do not 
neuter their cats

• It involved public, and staff and 
volunteers from a number of cat welfare 
organisations

•

Background



The aim was to achieve greater success in 
tackling the cat population crisis through 
the delivery of cat neutering campaigns



What did the research tell 

us? 



• 75% acquired as kittens

• 86% of cats are neutered

• To maintain stable population, a female 
spay level of 92% necessary: shortfall = 
30,000 p.a.

• Male castration levels ‘irrelevant’ to 
problem

About the Cats



• 14% of first litters born to cats < 
6months; 27% of first litters born to cats 
7-12 months

• 85% of litters are unplanned



• 16-34 year old owners less likely to 
neuter

• ...as are those of low socio-economic 
status (harder to engage with audience)

•

About the Owners
Demographics:



• Men are less likely to neuter ...but it is 
women who take the responsibility in 
the household

• People who spontaneously acquire a 
kitten are 50% less likely to neuter their 
cats



• Significant opportunity exists for 
increasing neutering rates across all 
demographics, including older, higher 
socio-economic  groups



32% of owners 
believe in ‘one litter 
myth’, especially 
females who are 
applying 
anthropomorphic 
tendencies to their 
cats.

But..
…

Attitudes



Having a litter of kittens 
serves as a trigger to 
neuter...
 

…the reality isn’t as a good as 
the romance!

...but confusion/lack of 
understanding about 
neutering leads to inertia 

= no action/delayed action





• People do not see that by not neutering 
they are contributing to the 
overpopulation problem  (this is not a 
motivation for behavioural change)

• People see their actions of not neutering 
as the act of a loving, caring cat owner

Campaign messaging



Therefore…

• The well-being of the cat is the primary 
motivator for existing and future 
behaviour.



Behaviour change 

modelling

Motivation Ability Trigger
Well-being of the cat Simplify the neutering 

process
Call to action
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Three elements – 
motivation, ability, 
trigger – must 
converge at the 
same moment for 
desired action to 
occur.

http://www.behaviormodel.org/

http://www.behaviormodel.org/
http://www.behaviormodel.org/


Cat Population Control Group

OBJECTIVE: TO MAXIMISE THE EFFECTIVENESS 

OF CAT NEUTERING (IN THE UK)

• Identifying interventions appropriate to the target 

audiences

• Achieving agreement on policies and operational approach

• Achieve consistency of message/tone/language

• Translating policies into public-facing activity

• Amplification of neutering message
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Contact: 
justine.pannett@rspca.org.uk


