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PREFACE
One of the most enriching relationships of human beings is the relationship between owner 
and companion-animal, including more specifically the relationship between owner and cat. 
Cats are the third-most important source for social support and security for human-beings. 
Cats are relatively easy to take care of and make people feel needed. Owners often see 
them as a friend, child or partner in the relationship.
Cats have similar emotions as humans, which lays a foundation for the relationship; 
they express emotions, however, quite differently. Therefore, owner and cat don’t always 
understand each other, which often results in confusion, frustration, annoyance and 
uncertainty in the owner.
The relationship between owner and cat is an emotional one, full with positive and negative 
interactions. Too many negative interactions could, in fact, eventually lead to an abrupt 
termination of the relationship.

This project is about the development of the owner-cat relationship and what leads up to 
the unexpected termination of it: when an owner decides to give up the relationship and 
surrender the cat to the shelter.
The decision to owner-surrender is often grounded in several reasons of the owner. I believe 
some of these reasons can be solved and unnecessary surrenders can be prevented. What 
are some of the reasons that owners decide to surrender their cat? What problems may 
arise in the relationship? How does the relationship work? And what emotions play a role in 
the relationship?
To answer these questions, this project maps the emotional of journey of owners with their 
cats and explores the interactions and behavior of owner and cat during this journey. With 
these findings as a guide, I created a final design, Telltail, which is a product meant to help 
new owners understand their cat’s behavior to increase the bond between owner and cat.

On this small planet, with so many different living beings, I believe it is important to get 
along with each other and to make the world flourish. God gave me a sense of respect for 
nature and its inhabitants. I believe He created us, humans, to be stewards of this Earth to 
take care of it, not to exploit it.
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1. INTRODUCTION



12

1.1 Context of Topic
People often adopt animals as a means of 
companionship [Beck & Madresh, 2008].  Humans 
are beings that are relation-oriented. Companion 
animals can fulfil this universal need and enrich 
people’s lives: giving pleasure, relaxation, affection 
and security [Walsh, 2009].
However, like all relationships, the human-animal 
relationship may deteriorate. When this happens, the 
owners may come to a decision to relinquish their 
companion-animal. They bring their companion-
animal to the shelter, or they abandon or dispose of 
them.
Owners are often motivated by a combination of 
reasons [Alberthsen, Rand, Mortan, Bennett, Paterson 
and Vankan, 2016], ranging from owner-related 
issues (e.g. moving away, lifestyle changes) to pet-
related reasons (e.g. behavior problems) [Salman, 
New, Scarlett, Kass, Ruch-Gallie and Hetts, 1998].
Cats are the most popular companion-animals in 
the Netherlands; since relatively more cats than 
dogs (Dutch second-favorite companion-animal) are 
owner-surrendered [HAS Hogeschool & Universiteit 
Utrecht, 2015], this project will focus on the owner-
surrender of cats.
     
The home environment plays a central role, as it is 
the environment in which the human-animal bond 
develops between owner and cat. Animal shelters 
also play an important role in the vital touch-points of 
companion-animal ownership: adoption and owner-
surrender. The street, where cats are abandoned, 
plays a smaller role in the Netherlands, since cats are 
generally quickly taken in by shelters. As the context 
for this project is the Netherlands, the project focuses 
on the outcome of a termination of an owner-cat 
relationship in specifically owner-surrender. There 
are other possible stakeholders in this context that 

can play a role in design interventions, including pet 
shops and pet food companies (see fig. 1).

The key aspect of the owner-companion-animal 
relationship is the human-animal bond: this bond is 
formed when an owner takes care of and nurtures an 
animal. This includes providing not only food, water, 
bedding and health care, but also companionship 
and affection [Bayne, 2002]. Owners often believe 
that they not only give affection and love to their 
companion-animal, but also receive it [Dotson & 
Hyatt, 2008]. Humans, however, often have trouble 
in reading the emotions of their companion-animals, 
which may cause behavior problems. Alternatively, 
behavior problems may be dealt with in the wrong 
way, in turn leading to owner surrender [Salman et 
al., 1998]. The journey and the end of the owner-pet 
relationship is laden with emotions— and emotions 
are often a drive for adopting and surrendering a pet.

1.2 Glossary

The most-used terms in this report are defined in 
this glossary.

Companion-animal
The term ‘companion-animal’ is used to signify 
the psychological bond between owner and 
companion-animal and their mutual relationship.

Owner
Owners are seen in this project as the caretakers 
and human-companions of the companion-
animals, with the responsibility of taking care 
of them and their well-being and giving them 
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proper treatment. Instead of the word ‘caretaker’, 
the word ‘owner’ will, however, still be used to 
signify that the person has adopted the animal and 
takes responsibility. To ease exposition, I choose to 
denote the owner as female, and the cat as male.

Companion-animal relinquishment
Relinquishment occurs when an owner voluntarily 
gives up possession or ownership of their 
companion-animal. This includes companion-animal 
surrender, abandonment and euthanasia [Coe, 
Young, Lambert, Dysert, Nogueira Borden & Rajić, 
2014: Alberthsen et al., 2016].

Owner-surrender
This occurs when the owner of a companion-animal 
that is no longer wanted takes the animal to an 
animal shelter or municipal pound and legally 
surrenders all further claim to ownership of the 
companion-animal [Coe et al., 2014].

Human-animal bond
The human-animal bond is a mutually beneficial 
and dynamic relationship between people and 
animals that is influenced by behaviors that are 
essential to the health and well-being of both. 
This includes, but is not limited to, emotional, 
psychological and physical interactions of people, 
animals and the environment [AVMA, 2018].

figure 1. The home context with stakeholders
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1.3 The Project
Objective
Owner-surrender is a universal worldwide problem, 
negatively affecting the lives of animals and 
humans. Even though this problem is widespread, 
geographical and social differences make it complex. 
Although the reasons for relinquishment are often 
avoidable, few interventions until now have been 
explored.
A unique component of this context is animal 
behavior: because companion-animals cannot 
communicate explicitly, the root causes of human-
animal relationship difficulties may not be apparent. 
This project aims to generate insights and gain 
knowledge about the development of the owner-
cat relationship and the human-animal bond that 
is fundamental to the relationship. Ultimately, the 
goal is to find solutions that help reduce the owner-
surrender of cats.

Relevance to IDE
This project is part of the Design for Animals lab (with 
a focus on meaningful interactions between humans 
and animals) and the Delft Institute of Positive Design 
(which aids in the development of knowledge that 
supports designers in design for happiness, human 
flourishing).

Many emotions are at play in the various human-
animal interactions. For example: when the owner 
feels depressed, the companion-animal comes near 
and cuddles the owner to comfort her. When the 
animal is stressed, however, humans may not know 
how to respond. These (emotional) interactions are a 
part of what shapes the human-animal bond. So, how 
do the owner and companion-animal interact with 
each other; how do they experience this human-
animal relationship?

These are questions fitting the Design for Interaction 
master.

Approach
The project is centered on the human-animal 
relationship and the interactions that occur in this 
relationship between two very different actors: the 
human and the cat. To create knowledge on human 
and cat behavior and experience, this project takes 
a human-centered and animal-centered approach. 
Qualitative research will generate insights into 
people’s activities, experiences, motivations, dreams 
and fears, when it comes to cat ownership. Both 
existing literature as well as new observations will 
be used to generate insights into the ways cats 
behave (in general) and interact with humans (more 
specifically).
Two methodologies are chosen to be used in these 
approaches: emotion-driven design and research-
through-design. These methodologies are discussed 
in depth in Chapter 2, Methodologies.

The proposed assignment for this project is:

To design one or more interventions for people who 
have recently (in the last year) acquired a cat, in order 
to affect their attitude towards companion-animal 
commitment. In this way I hope to contribute to the 
prevention of surrendering cats to animal shelters 
in the Netherlands.
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Project Phases
The project is divided into five phases. In the 
Exploration phase, research was first done in order 
to gain understanding and insights on the context. 
Results from this literature and field research drove 
the second phase of the project: the design Vision. 
The design vision formed the basis of the third phase, 

Ideation. This leads to the Conceptualization phase, 
where different concepts were created followed by 
the final concept. The fifth and last phase focuses 
on evaluating the final concept, referring back to the 
design vision and defined guidelines.
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1.4 Structure of Report
Chapter 1. Introduction
This chapter introduces the topic and goal of this project. A glossary of 
often-used terms is provided. The phases of the project, as well as its 
approach are explained, and the structure of the report is outlined.

Chapter 2. Methodology
The Methodology chapter explains the theoretical models that are used 
in this project and why they are useful in this context.

Chapter 3. Research
This chapter consists of the literature and field research on owner-
surrender and development of the owner-companion-animal 
relationship. There was often an interplay between the literature and 
field research, so the choice was made to place the insights gleaned 
from this in a single narrative.

Chapter 4. Vision
The Vision chapter converts the insights from the research to guidelines 
for design and then creates a vision on the design and its interaction. 

Chapter 5. Ideation
The Ideation chapter explains several design directions and the ideas 
that are generated within them through creative processes. Some 
interesting ideas are also selected to experiment with, in order to 
discover their potential.

Chapter 6. Conceptualization
This chapter combines the findings of the Ideation phase to create three 
different concepts. The evaluation of these concepts leads to the final 
concept. Attention is given not only to the purpose and use of the final 
concept – but also to the spirit behind it.

Chapter 7. Evaluation
This chapter describes the final user evaluation on the final concept. 
This evaluation motivated the conclusion and recommendations on the 
final concept.

Appendix
The appendix presents several materials used for research, and provides 
further explanations on some of the topics. The appendix is provided in 
a separate document.
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Indy as a kitten
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2. METHODOLOGY
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2.1 Introduction

This project used several methodologies to create knowledge on the 
topic and to evoke inspiration for a meaningful design of a product 
that can be used to improve the relationship between owner and 
companion-animal. Certain parts of the project made use of a given 
methodology as a whole; other parts seemed to call for partial use of a 
given methodology; the unique combination of methodologies used in 
this project forms the theoretical framework of this project.
 
This chapter discusses each of the methodologies used, distinguishing 
the principles on which each methodology is built and explaining their 
relevance for this graduation project.
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People are emotional beings, pursuing in various 
ways their well-being in relationships. Life events 
elicit a range of emotional responses. Emotions, 
triggered by things and situations, may arise from 
certain underlying concerns. Sometimes we cannot 
fully understand these concerns. There is a great 
need to understand better what these underlying 
concerns are, due to the seriousness of the results of 
decisions based on emotions. Design for Emotion is 
an approach that focuses on eliciting the emotions 
of people and finding their underlying concerns. 
Where do these emotions come from, and how 
can classifying them lead to better design of these 
products?

Our emotions, our relationships
and our well-being
Every day, we experience a range of emotions in our 
lives. Different things trigger these emotions. For 
example, you may become angry because a friend 
pulled a prank on you or you may experience joy 
because the sun shines. Emotions affect our sense of 
well-being, seemingly ‘making us’ feel good or bad. 
Not only that, they also influence our behavior: angry 
people, for example, may be more likely to want 
to lash out at the person who wronged them and 
joyful people may tend to open up and embrace a 
desirable event. Emotions also provide an instinctive 
protection mechanism: they safeguard our well-
being in our relationship with the world and with 
everything that happens in it. Events happen that 
can hurt or support our well-being. Our emotional 
behavior is wired in such a way that it can help us 
adapt to these events: aiming to create or strengthen 
relationships that contribute to our well-being or 
aiming to break or weaken those relationships that 

2.2 Design for Emotion
threaten it. Thus, our emotional behavior is driven by 
relational aims, and directs us to an ideal future state 
of the relationship [Desmet, 2010].

Appraisals of emotions
Each person appraises a given event differently: 
the same event may be positive for one person and 
negative for another. It is the personal significance 
assigned to the situation that causes the emotion, 
and not the situation itself. A person’s appraisal is 
influenced by her personal concerns (see fig. 2).

With regard to Design for Emotion, three types 
of user concerns are relevant: goals (what do 
individuals want to accomplish), standards (what 
expectations do individuals have about the behavior 
of objects, themselves and others) and attitudes 
(what qualities of objects, activities and people 
are individuals disposed to like and to dislike). 
Observations of people’s emotional responses may 
reveal the underlying concerns of these individuals, 
making these concerns not only more visible but 
also potentially understandable [Desmet, 2002].
 
Appraisal is influenced also by the product in the 
interaction. Product stimuli (i.e. the ways the product 
affects the user in question) can be differentiated as 
follows: 1) the product itself (product focus), 2) the 
activity that is facilitated by product usage (activity 
focus) and 3) the identity of the user that is influenced 
by the product (self-focus) [Desmet, 2010].
 
Together, concerns and product stimuli form a matrix 
of nine sources of product emotions; see figure 3 
[Desmet, 2010]. Designing for emotions can be used 
to create products that facilitate behavior change.
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Why Design for Emotion is useful in this graduation project

The owner-surrender of a companion-animal is a decision that the owner makes to terminate her relationship 
with her pet. Apparently, several events occurred which triggered emotions saying that this relationship 
negatively affects the owner’s well-being.
When a prospective owner decides to adopt a companion-animal, she has certain expectations of 
the relationship, herself and the companion-animal itself. The owner also likes or dislikes certain 
characteristics of the companion-animal and her interactions with it, as well certain goals she wants to 
reach in the relationship with her companion-animal. The owner’s standards, attitudes and goals are all 
influential concerns related to how the owner reacts to situations occurring during the relationship with 
her companion-animal, and thus eventually determine whether the relationship is worth pursuing.
Given the influence of these companion-animal-owner concerns, it is important to understand not only 
why some owners decide to break-up their relationship with their companion-animal —but also how it 
might be possible to positively change their behavior, so that the owner-companion-animal relationship 
can flourish.

figure 2. Appraised personal significance figure 3. Matrix of nine sources of product emotions, stating some
examples: useful, rightul and pleasurable
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Knowledge can be acquired in several ways. 
Interviewing is often used to try to discover and 
understand the concerns people have. However, as 
is explained in the former section, concerns mostly 
arise when a person has an (automatic) emotional 
response to a certain event and alters her behavior 
accordingly. The Research-through-Design approach 
uses (different) design activities in context to 
generate richer knowledge. In this way the behavior 
of people (and animals)— what they do— provides 
more information than what they say.

2.3 Research-through-Design

Why Research-through-Design is suitable for this graduation project

The relationship between owner and companion-animal is an emotional affair. Possibly, conflicting 
emotions arise in the owner: for example, the owner is relieved that ‘the problem’ goes away when owner-
surrendering her cat, but experiences guilt for failing to take care of the animal. Often this guilt or other 
related emotions prevent the owner being able to talk about the situation and the events that led up to it 
[Coe et al., 2014: Alberthsen et al., 2016]. Design interventions can trigger emotional responses and make 
it possible to explore how some particular emotion may affect a person’s behavior. This knowledge can 
then be used to determine hidden concerns, which would otherwise lay dormant. Design interventions 
can also be used to reveal hidden expectations an owner could have of her cat and the relationship. These 
expectations are often revealed when they are confronted. 

Interventions are also useful to elicit certain behavior of the cats themselves to see what interactions can 
be initiated between owner and cat, as humans and animals cannot communicate explicitly with each other.
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3. RESEARCH
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3.1 Introduction

To create greater understanding of the issues and find opportunities for solutions, we need to 
explore the facets of the human-companion- animal relationship. What problems may arise in 
these relationships? What role do emotions play? What is the relevant context?
      
The second section of this chapter states the research questions, research methods and 
their procedures. The aim of the different research methods and what the results lead to are 
explained as well.

The third section of the chapter answers the research questions. We look into the relationship 
between owner and cat, its interactions and development. What are the motivations for 
people to adopt a cat and what developments may eventually lead to the termination of the 
relationship?

Finally, the chapter concludes by stating the key insights and opportunities in developing a 
flourishing owner-cat relationship in order to prevent owner-surrender.
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3.2 Methods

In the course of this project, several research 
questions were determined. To answer these, I used 
various research methods. This section begins by 
explaining why certain methods were used and what 
procedures were adopted.

First Literature Research
To understand more about the context, I first 
conducted a literature research. The main 
research question is: why do people surrender 
their companion-animals? The following research 
questions focus on the structure of the owner-
companion-animal relationship:

Design Interventions
The Research-through-Design approach is used when 
researching roles of companion-animals through 
design interventions. This approach is also used 
during the Ideation experimental phase.
To investigate how people see the different roles of 
cats in the family, I set up two design interventions: 
‘kid or cat’ and ‘the break-up ritual’.

DI-1: Kid or Cat
‘Kid or Cat’ focused on the role of the cat as child. 
Different statements were put on social media 
(Facebook) that could possibly apply to one of three 
options: both a cat and child, one of them or neither 
of them (e.g. ‘he pees himself to get attention’). 
People were asked who they thought the statement 
applied to. The rest of the statements can be found 
in appendix A1.

DI-2: Break-up Ritual
‘The Break-up Ritual’ intervention focused on 
helping owners see their cat as their partner. Two 
participants were given cards with different possible 
questions that you might conceivably ask when 
breaking-up with your significant other (e.g., ‘did I do 
something wrong?’). The participant would then start 
a conversation with their cat, using those questions 
as though their cat were posing these questions to 
them. All questions can be found in appendix A2.

• What motivates owners to adopt an animal?

• Why is the human-animal bond important in 
an owner-companion-animal relationship?

• What does the human-animal bond entail?

• Why do owners decide to surrender their cat?

• What are the risk factors of owner-surrendering 
a cat?

• What is the gap in owner-surrender solutions?

Based on the insights of this literature research, 
I created a mind map. This mind map yielded 
several interesting themes to explore further: roles 
of companion-animals in the family, expectations 
of the owners and the development of the owner-
companion-animal relationship.
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First Field Research
Other themes were investigated through the first 
and second field research. As shown in the research 
methods visualization, the first and second field 
research adopted the Design for Emotion approach. 
The aim of the first field research is to map the 
development of the owner-companion-animal 
relationship into scenarios: from the first desire to 
adopt a companion-animal to the relinquishment or 
death of the companion-animal.  Five owners (one 
dog owner and four cat owners) participated in the 
interviews that formed the basis of the scenarios. 
All participants were experienced owners. The 
predetermined research questions are:

to fill in four assignments: each day one assignment. 
These assignments were: 1) tell some general 
information about yourself and your cat, 2) fill in a 
timeline with the daily routine of you and your cat, 3) 
describe moments / interactions with your cat where 
you experienced this emotion (joy, surprise, sadness 
and frustration) and 4) describe your cat’s favorite 
activity / toy / moment and why. All of the completed 
sensitizing booklets can be found in appendix A5.

Interviews
The interviews took place at the home of the 
participants, where I could be on-hand to observe 
the interactions between the owner and cat. 
The interview consisted of three parts: 1) filling 
in together the storybook, which visualized the 
owner’s emotional journey from the desire to adopt 
a cat to the present (to gain insight into the owner’s 
emotional journey and their goals and attitudes), 2) 

• What are the owner’s expectations of the 
owner-companion-animal relationship? 

• Through what phases do owners go in an 
owner-companion-animal relationship? 

• What happens during the different phases of an 
owner-companion-animal relationship? 

• How do the phases of an owner-companion- 
animal relationship influence each other?

The scenarios (see appendix A4)were used as a 
template to create a storybook, which was used for 
the second field research.

Second Field Research
The second field research was a context-mapping 
session. The goal for the context-mapping was to get 
insight into the concerns of new owners and their 
expectations of the relationship. Six owners who 
recently adopted their cat (within 12 months or less) 
participated in the context-mapping.

• Why do people want to adopt a cat?

• What are new cat owners expecting from an 
owner-cat relationship?

• What are the roles of the cat in family 
dynamics? 

• What strengthens and weakens the bond 
between an owner and her cat?

• Why do owners decide to surrender their cat?

Sensitizing booklet
The context-mapping started with a sensitizing 
booklet to warm up the participants for the one-on-
one interview. The sensitizing booklet, submitted 
to the researcher before interviews took place, 
provided the researcher already some insight into the 
relationship between owner and cat. The owner had 
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an exercise where participants had to rank their ten 
most important factors in the owner-cat relationship 
through using photos and statements printed on 
carton (to get insight into the owner’s standards) 
and 3) roleplaying the situation if the owner would 
surrender her cat (emotions and motivations of the 
owner were captured through the ‘Emotion Capture 
Card’ method). Data generated through parts 1 and 2 
can be found in appendix A6 and A7. An explanation 
of the ‘Emotion Capture Card’ method can be found 
in appendix A8.



34Important factors of owner of Tommy and Lulu

Sensitizing booklet of owner of Tum Tum

Tommy and Lulu
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Filled in storybooks
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Important Themes
Several themes were identified through the 
statement cards (the statement cards of the first 
and second field research can be found in appendix 
A9 and A10). These themes hold a significant 
meaning for companion-animal owners and can be 
used as inspiration and opportunities for design 
interventions.
 
Second Literature Research
I carried out a second literature research to broaden 
my understanding of some of the themes that 
are important to (new) cat owners, namely a cat’s 
behavior and personality:

• What is typical feline behavior?

• Why does a cat’s personality influence its 
behavior?

• What are a cat’s personality traits?

example of statement cards 2nd field research
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3.3 Results

The start and development of the
owner-cat relationship

What motivates owners to adopt an animal?
The last decades have seen a growth in the 
relationship between humans and animals. A greater 
appreciation has been developing for keeping 
companion-animals [Coe et al., 2014].
People may have different reasons to decide to 
adopt a pet. Hirschman (1994) suggests six different 
reasons for pet ownership (see table 3).
The increase in pet ownership is most substantial 
where people see their pets as companions and not 
as working animals, which suggests that people’s 
attitudes towards animals influence pet ownership 
[Bernstein, 2007]. In this project, the focus will be 
on owners who see their pets as companions. So 
instead of using the definition of ‘pets’, I opt to use 
the definition of ‘companion-animal’.

Compared to other ways people interact with animals 
(see table 3, which indicates the many ways people 
might interact with pets), owners spend more time 
with their companion-animal, spend more money on 
them, make more effort to maintain the relationship 
and attach important meanings to the animal 
[Cavanaugh, Leonard & Scammon, 2008]: they take 
more trips to the veterinarian to make sure their 
companion-animal stays healthy, they dress them in 
funny clothes or (in the event that their companion-
animal is lost) issue high rewards for their return. 
Most owners see their companion-animals not as 
objects to be owned, but as their friends and/or 
family members [Walsh, 2009].

Companion-animal
The term ‘companion-animal’ is used to signify the 
psychological bond between owner and companion-
animal and their mutual relationship.
 
Owner
Owners are seen in this project as the caretakers 
and human-companions of the companion-animals, 
with the responsibility of taking care of them and 
their well-being and giving them proper treatment. 
Instead of using the word ‘caretaker’, the word ‘owner’ 
will, however, still be used to signify that the person 
adopted the animal. To ease exposition, I choose to 
denote the owner as female, and the cat as male.

table 3. Reasons for pet ownership by Hirschman (1994)
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These trends indicate the importance of the owner-
companion-animal relationship in our lives.
 
Humans developed a relationship with animals a 
long time ago. It began with the shared need for 
shelter, food and protection. Dogs protected their 
humans against bears and wolves, and cats protected 
the crops by killing rodents, while the humans fed 
and sheltered them. This mutual cooperation led to 
the domestication and socialization of the animals 
[Archer, 2009; Beck & Katcher, 1996]. They became 
increasingly important to family life: their care and 
nurture provided companionship as well as pleasure 
[Walsh, 2009].

Animals play a big role in human lives since 
time immemorial: they increase quality of life. 
Humans see animals as “alternative sources of 
social support”: Beck and Madresh (2008) state 
that relationships with other humans are often 
challenging, but relationships with companion-
animals are often experienced as uncomplicated and 
rewarding. Several other scientists suggest that this 
view of animals developed from the human trait of 
anthropomorphism.

This trait could have made humans engage in 
certain actions to make the animals comply more 
with their view: humans started to breed animals 
favoring physical and behavioral traits that facilitate 
anthropomorphism [Serpell, 2002]. Bernstein (2007) 
states that cats, for example, could be favored 
because of their small size, soft fur and their 
willingness to be held, petted and cuddled by their 

Anthropomorphism
The ability of attributing human mental states, 
like thoughts, feelings, motivations and beliefs, to 
nonhuman animals.

Neotenization
The keeping of juvenile features in adult animals.

human companions. You could see this as a form of 
neotenization. Owners have often a preference for a 
certain appearance of their companion-animal. This 
could be because of the juvenile features, but also 
because of owners have certain associations with an 
appearance.

“We chose Lulu, because she is a tortoise cat, which 
we liked. I can’t even remember how the other female 
looked, I think I didn’t like her little snout. The other 
ones looked nicer out of their eyes.”

  - owner of Tommy and Lulu
 

“I chose her because of her appearance: she was the 
fuzziest.” 
  - owner of Lola
 

“I always wanted a red cat, but they are not easy to get 
and I heard they are not really friendly.”

  - owner of Tommy and Lulu

Why is the human-animal bond important in an 
owner-companion-animal relationship and what 
does it entail?
The first interaction (and subsequent interactions) 
between a human and a companion-animal could 
be initiated because the human feels interested in 
the companion-animal due to one or another of the 
favorable traits mentioned above. However, they 
develop a close human-animal bond only when they 
spend time in each other’s company and there is an 



39

exchange of different positive interactions [Archer, 
1997]. Then, owners and their companion-animals 
will enter a relationship of mutualism [Dotson & 
Hyatt, 2008].

Human-animal bond
The human-animal bond is a mutually beneficial and 
dynamic relationship between people and animals 
that is influenced by behaviors that are essential to 
the health and well-being of both. This includes, but is 
not limited to, emotional, psychological, and physical 
interactions of people, animals, and the environment.

Dogs and cats seem to give their owners love and 
affection: dogs show attachment and are attentive 
to their owners and cats like being stroked and 
petted by their owners. People have interactions 
with their companion-animals that are an adaptation 
of interactions they have with other people, like 
cuddling and having a conversation (albeit seemingly 
one-sided).

Relationship of Mutualism
Owners not only give love and affection, but also 
believe they receive it from their companion-animals.

“During the extra care needed after his accident, I really 
noticed that he appreciated the attention. I think that 
he got more affectionate because of that.”

  - owner of Tommy and Lulu
 
“Playing and cuddling: I think it is cozy that she comes 
looking for me and sits next to me. It is just so cozy. I 
think she likes to be with me. It gives warmth and affec-
tion. You feel connected.”

  - owner of Lola

The most-owned companion-animals, cats and 
dogs, have emotions and moods similar to those 
of humans. It is this similarity, which is increasingly 
being recognized, which forms the basis of the 
communication between owners and companion-
animals [Archer, 1997].

When you are in a rough spot, companion-animals 
seem to understand you, forgive you and console 
you. Companion-animals can serve as ‘confidantes 
with no risk of betrayal’ [Dotson & Hyatt, 2008].

“Indy often comes purring in my lap when I am sad 
and / or crying, which makes me feel more secure and 
comfortable.”
  - researcher, owner of Indy

Several researchers have found value in extending 
the attachment theory to better understand this 
relationship [Melson, 2003]. By using this theory in 
research, they found that companion-animals could 
be a consistent source of security [Beck & Madresh, 
2008; Sable, 1995]. Beck and Madresh (2008) also 
show that owners compare relationships with their 
companion-animals to relationships with humans. 
Participants in my study certainly did so. This may 
mean that it is indeed probable that the attachment 
theory (which describes originally the relationship 
between mother and infant) can be extended to the 
human-animal relationship. However, according to 
Fraley and Shaver (2000), a relationship does not 
need to be a true attachment in order for it to have 
an attachment-related purpose [Beck & Madresh, 
2008].
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Attachment Theory
“Attachment is described as a long lasting psychological 
connection with a meaningful person that causes 
pleasure while interacting and soothes in times of 
stress. The quality of attachment has a critical effect on 
development, and has been linked to various aspects 
of positive functioning, such as psychological well-
being” [Bowlby, 2008].

“It is still your kid; you need to take good care of it.”

  - owner of Leo
 
“I thought it was terrible. You don’t abandon an
animal! You started with it as a puppy. You don’t
surrender it; you don’t also surrender your child, right?”

  - owner of Tommy and Lulu
 
“I don’t have a family, so they are my family.”

  - owner of Lola

Companion-animals influence owners in more ways 
than providing merely security and social support. 
Bernstein (2007) found that both cats and dogs 
contribute to the mood of the family: they make daily 
stress more tolerable, help them cope with crisis and 
facilitate positive interactions. He attributes this 
to their quiet, accepting and nurturing demeanor. 
Companion-animals give (and receive) unconditional 
love and friendship, as well as affection. They 
can increase their owners’ feelings of happiness, 
security and self-worth and they can reduce feelings 
of loneliness and isolation [Sable, 1995]. The 
attachment between owner and companion-animal 
can contribute to healthier, happier and longer lives 
[Walsh, 2009].

Why do people want to adopt a cat?
One of the favorite companion-animals of humans 
is the cat. In the Netherlands, the United States 
and China, more people have cats than dogs 
(traditionally ‘man’s’ ‘best friend’) [Bernstein, 2007: 
HAS Hogeschool & Universiteit Utrecht, 2015]. 
Reasons for the high number of cats could include 
the increase of urbanization, the growing numbers 
of single households, increases in the elderly 
population, restrictions on dog ownership and 
diminishing birth rates. The choice then often falls 
on cats, because they are easier to take care of than 
dogs, small enough to keep in smaller living spaces 
and able to endure a longer time of separation than 
dogs [Bernstein, 2007]. In light of these demographic 
trends, the trend of cats as companion-animals will 
probably only increase.

Melson (1989) summarized four dimensions that 
influence the attachment between human and 
companion-animal:

1. time spent with, and activities directed toward, 
the companion-animal;

2. interest in and affection expressed toward the 
companion-animal;

3. knowledge about the companion-animal and its 
care;

4. behavioral responsiveness to the companion-
animal and its needs.

1. time spent with, and activities directed toward, the 
companion-animal;

2. interest in and affection expressed toward the 
companion-animal;

3. knowledge about the companion-animal and its 
care;

4. behavioral responsiveness to the companion-
animal and its needs.
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Cats are often used as an additional source of 
support for owners. They rank third place in terms 
of sources of social support relied upon by humans 
(with other humans ranking first, dogs ranking 
second). Researchers found, however, that cats were 
better at making people feel needed, providing 
companionship, being something to take care of and 
something to look at [Bernstein, 2007].

“A cat is way easier. You can leave her alone more easily. 
It is better to put some food down instead of feeding 
her three times a day. It is a lot less maintenance than a 
dog, but just as cozy.”
   - owner of Mika
 
“A cat is manageable and doable in terms of effort, but 
you get everything from it what you want.”

   - owner of Newton
 
“That independence, which you can find in the 
relationship, I need that independence now in my life. I 
am not saying I will never get a dog, but not now.”

   - owner of Tommy and Lulu

“Bacardi, the daughter of Nynke, was just like a dog. She 
could fetch and if you called her she came. If I wasn’t 
at my parent’s home for a year and I came back and I 
called her, then she still came. She was a really good 
‘dog’. I was not really close to Moor, the other daughter 
of Nynke. She was always away, outside.”

   - owner of Mika

“I like it when she is meowing. Then I think, she still 
needs us.”
   - owner of Mika
 
“I am the caretaker and they are the vulnerable ones. 
That will always be like that. It is not a child that will 
grow up, they always stay small and vulnerable.”

   - owner of Tommy and Lulu
 
“I really feel like a mother that has to nurture him. You 
are a cat, but I can still teach you things.”

   - owner of Tum Tum
 
“I am a caring type, so I like it that I have something, 
that I have animals to take care of.”

   - owner of Lola

People have not always seen cats as sources of 
social support, however. In Medieval times, cats were 
seen as accomplices to witches: malevolent demons. 
Bernstein (2007) says that even now, owners in 
many countries believe that cats would sleep on 
the faces of their children and smother them. In the 
Netherlands, one political party wants to prohibit cats 
walking around freely in the neighborhood: they see 
cats outside as being pests and their defecation as 
a health hazard to children [“Verbod Op Loslopende 
Katten?”, 2018]. Thus, even though the cat (as 
companion-animal) population is increasing, they 
are still often vilified.
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Cuddling with Indy
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What are the roles of a cat in family dynamics?
The role of the companion-animal envisioned by the 
owner depends on the adoption motivation. Dotson 
and Hyatt (2008) state four possible roles for dogs in 
a dog-human relationship. Based on earlier research 
described in the former sections, these roles can, I 
believe, be used in another relationship: the owner-
cat relationship. In table 4 you can find the specific 
roles. As can be seen, these categories are pretty 
similar to the reasons of pet ownership described in 
table 3.

Object-oriented
Some people view their cats not as a companion-animal but more 
as an extension of themselves. They try to find a certain personality 
and / or appearance to cultivate, complement or fill the voids in 
their own sense of identity. This kind of relationship may help the 
person to become more comfortable with his identity [Cavanaugh 
et al., 2008].

Utilitarian / exploitative
People started to domesticate and use cats in the past for hunting 
rodents in order to protect their produce (see section ‘human-
animal bond’). As stated before, the focus on the utilitarian use of 
cats has for some time been shifting toward having a companion. 
However, owners may sometimes still adopt a cat with the main 
reason for hunting mice in their house.

“It took us five months to get the mice out of the house and then it 
had become so bad that we saw the mice walking over the walls. 
At that time we were completely done with it, we already tried 
everything. Next my husband suggested getting a cat, because 
nothing else helped.”
    - owner of Tum Tum

table 4. The different roles of cats in the owner-cat relationship
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Need-dependency
Cats and dogs are good at making people feel needed. This is 
probably also the reason why people often choose a dog or a cat 
to have as a companion.
One of the possible roles a companion-animal could have is the 
role of a child. 5 out of 6 participants of the 2nd field research saw 
their furry companion as a child. According to a study mentioned 
in Archer (1997), companion-animals are seen not only as 
dependent creatures (in physical care, like food and shelter), but 
also as a source of fun and play, which is similar to what makes 
a relationship with children satisfying. There is more evidence 
that owners see their relationship with companion-animals 
as relationships they have with children. They treat them like 
children in different interactions: in playing with them, talking to 
them in baby-talk, referring to them as child or baby and holding 
and cuddling them as they would a baby [Archer, 1997].

In view of the evolution of animals in the human household and 
the human trait of anthropomorphism, it is possible that humans 
could increasingly see their companion-animals as their children. 

Actualizing
Turner (2017) found evidence that cats may even appear to take 
the role of the significant other in the relationship. This often 
happens in the case of older people living alone. Archer (1997) 
mentions another study that found evidence that companion-
animals can be used as partner substitutes.

“It is still your kid; you need to take good care of it.”
     
     - owner of Leo

“I think it gives added value and peace to your own company when you are 
sitting on the couch cuddling with your cat instead of sitting there alone.”

     - owner of Mika

Baby-talk
The way mothers talk to their young 
children: it includes simplified grammar, 
repetition, exaggerated speech melody 
and diminutive forms of words, like 
‘doggie’. There is also a tendency to 
comment on what the animal just did: e.g. 
‘are you digging a big hole in the sand, 
sweetie?’ [“MOTHERESE”, 2016].
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“We really felt charmed by him, because he sought 
rapprochement.”
   - owner of Tum Tum
 
“When you talk to the cat, she talks back. She 
appreciates your voice, I like that.”
   - owner of Newton
 
“He really likes attention. Patting against my head is so 
cute, it charmed me. I feel loved, I think he liked me. He 
likes to be with us.”
   - owner of Leo

What is typical feline behavior?
Cats are generally seen as more independent and 
less ‘social’ compared to dogs. Dogs often want to 
interact more with their owners or other people, 
while cats seem more aloof, as described in one 
study mentioned by Bernstein (2007). Positive cat 
behaviors that were observed were that cats let 
their owner pick them up and the cat made friendly 
ontact with the interviewer. Other positive behaviors 
included the cat rubbing against his owner’s leg and 
coming to sit on his owner’s lap (seen as an initiation 
of the cat that the owner should pet him). The cat 
also moves his body to lead his owner to the right 
area to be petted and affirms the location by closing 
his eyes, laying still or purring [Bernstein, 2007]. 
In my field research I found that owners liked the 
following cat behaviors: when the cat comes near 
you, when the cat listens when you call him, when 
the cat allows you to cuddle him and pet him, and 
when the cat engages in playing.

“It is entertaining and fascinating to see what they do. 
Interacting a lot with them, playing and cuddling. We 
were all very happy.”
   - owner of Tommy and Lulu
 
“We were all entertained with playing those games with 
him. It is really fun to see what he does.”

   - owner of Tum Tum

Vocalizations
Another behavior that cats often engage in are their 
vocalizations. Cats ‘meow’ often to get attention; 
depending on the situation and context, these 
vocalizations can mean different things. High-pitched 
meows are mostly positive, while the low-pitched 
are often negative. However, research indicates that 
these vocalizations are relatively nonspecific, and 
owners have to learn their meanings together with 
other contextual information [Bernstein, 2007].

Expressing emotions and moods
Cats have similar emotions and moods as humans, but 
they use their behavior and body language to express 
them differently. The cat’s posture, movement and 
position of his tail, the movement and position of his 
ears and his eyes and the position of his whiskers are 
all important signs for his expression. To understand 
the behavior of a cat, it is important to look to his 
total body language: observing not only his tail or his 
ears, but also to what his whole body is expressing 
(see figure 4 for different poses of cat behavior).

Participants were also curious as to what kinds of 
things cats do, how they act and react and how they 
develop in general.
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Why does a cat’s personality influence its behavior?
Another important aspect of a cat’s behavior is his 
personality. Participants in my context-mapping 
research mentioned that their cat’s personality was 
one of the positive traits of their cat.

“We really felt charmed by him, because he sought 
rapprochement.”
   - owner of Tum Tum
 
“When you talk to the cat, she talks back. She appreci-
ates your voice, I like that.”
   - owner of Newton
 
“He really likes attention. Patting against my head is so 
cute, it charmed me. I feel loved, I think he liked me. He 
likes to be with us.”
   - owner of Leo

Several studies have found different personality 
types that seem consistent (see table 5).
A study from 2017 [Roetman et al., 2017] found 
five personality traits in cats after observing around 
2428 individual cats, called the Feline Five (see 
table 6). Some overlap can be seen between the 
personality types mentioned in table 5 and the traits 
mentioned in table 6. This study also established 
that cat personalities are quite similar to human 
personalities. The five feline traits have some overlap 
with the Big Five  [Goldberg, 1981] personality traits 
(see table 7).

When you examine these traits, it is not unusual 
that personalities of cats, as well as personalities 
of the owners, may affect their relationship with 
their owner [Podberscek & Gosling, 2000; Beck & 
Madresh, 2008]. A trusting and curious cat will more 
often than not interact with people in a positive way 
than an aggressive and anxious cat will.
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What are the owner’s expectations of the owner-
companion-animal relationship?
Although the human-animal bond is a wonderful 
enrichment to our lives, the connection between 
owner and cat does not always come easily. 
Owners have certain expectations of their cats 
and the relationship they have with them. I found 
that owners often do not think consciously about 
their expectations, but encounter the mismatch of 
expectations with the real-life experience at the 
moment it is happening. Most of the time, owners 
prepare for their relationship with the companion-
animal only in a practical sense (like buying the food 
and utilities), but not emotionally or mentally— 
even though a relationship with a companion-animal 
is very emotional for both parties. Turner (2017) 
determined that the relationship between owner and 
cat goes two ways: they both adjust their behavior to 
that of their partners. It is possible that when owners 
consciously savor and reflect on the interactions they 
have with their cat, they can alter their own behaviors 
and expectations more easily. Owners may then also 
change how they view the demonstrations of their 
cat’s behavior; in other words, they may alter in what 
they find acceptable and what they see as a problem 
[Bernstein, 2007].

When an owner starts looking for a cat, she has a 
certain image in her head of what she thinks is a 
nice cat. The behavior, personality and appearance 
of a cat are certain characteristics that may comply 
with that ideal image. Shelters often use a matching 
program to match the cat to the image the owner 
has in her head, so that her expectations will be met 
(see appendix A11). Owners who get their cat from 
sources like Marktplaats don’t have this matching 
program, and often choose cats based on their 
availability and appearance. The appearance of the 
cat is what makes the owner fall in love with the cat.

This may be charming in the beginning, but later on, 
as the cat’s behavior and personality become more 
apparent, conflict may arise if these developments 
are not in line with the owner’s expectations (see 
figure 5).

“At Marktplaats we were a couple of times too late. I 
thought we had to wait until someone in our neighbor-
hood got kittens, which would happen eventually. But I 
didn’t want to wait that long.”
   - owner of Tommy and Lulu
 
“You have to react very quickly on the Marktplaats 
advertisements: you need to be able to reschedule your 
plans very quickly to come look at the kittens. Otherwise 
someone else has already come by and made the first 
choice.”
   - owner of Mika
 
“I am especially happy that it is 100% better than 
expected. He is exactly — well you never know exactly 
what you want — he is what we hoped him to be.”

   - owner of Leo
 
“We were unsure if we would do well to choose the right 
ones. We did not experience their personalities before 
we made the choice for them.”
   - owner of Tommy and Lulu

While anthropomorphism can help humans 
relate with animals, Serpell (2002) notes that 
anthropomorphism can also contribute to wrong 
expectations of the owner towards their cat, which 
could lead to owner-surrender, abuse and hoarding. 
Owners attribute motivations to their cat when they 
behave in a certain way. These motivations are often 
human motivations and not at all related to the 
reasons why a cat does certain things.
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figure 5. Owner’s expectations about the relationship
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During the design intervention ‘Kid or Cat’, several 
statements were placed on social media that could 
possibly apply to a child or a cat, both or neither. For 
example, one of the statements was: ‘he pees himself 
to get my attention,’ Many respondents believed that 
cats do that and children do not. Others thought they 
both did it. Respondents shared personal anecdotes 
to back their claims. Many of these statements 
created sometimes humorous discussions between 
the respondents. It is clear from this intervention 
that people have different perspectives on cats 
(and children) based on their own experience (see 
appendix A12). Evidently, anthropomorphism plays 
a significant role in a human’s expectations of a 
cat, as a cat is a different being that may have other 
motivations than humans have for his actions.

Although humans often project their expectations, 
feelings and needs on companion-animals, 
companion-animals are more than the objects of 
humans’ projections: they are intelligent and sentient 
beings who have significant cognitive, emotional and 
social intelligence. However, they vary in the degree 
to which they exhibit these abilities [Walsh, 2009].

Bernstein (2007) states that expectations of owners 
can be modified with an increase of understanding 
of cat behaviors. Greater understanding can help 
owners deal with problems and see their own role 
in interactions with the cat and between cats. An 
owner who gets to know her cat (his behavior and 
personality) and who can accept some of the things 
that are less desirable, will see her relationship with 
her cat really come to fruition.

“Once she peed everywhere in house out of protest. 
To make matters worse, she peed all over me when I 
was sleeping on the couch. She really expressed anger 
because she was not allowed to go outside.”                                       
    
    - owner of Lola
 
“My partner placed her high on the boxes, almost near 
the ceiling. Then he went to the bathroom and Newton 
wanted to get off the boxes, she tried to jump. And I was 
all like ‘Noooo, you can’t get off that high, I can’t reach 
you!’ And Newton was looking at me like ‘What have 
you done, help!’ So my partner had to come quickly and 
then it was alright again.”
    - owner of Newton
 
“He wants to play then and I don’t have time. And then 
he bites me a little or attacks me, as if to say, ‘Hello, I am 
still here!’”
    - owner of Tum Tum

“You need to put things into perspective, otherwise 
living with a cat will be difficult. It is still an animal. It is 
just like with a child, who has immature things, just like 
a cat.”
   - owner of Tommy and Lulu
 
“There are of course things I don’t like, and then you 
hope it will pass or you just have to live with it. So don’t 
buy plants with spiky leaves.”
   - owner of Leo
 
“It is just acceptance. Acceptance and the right expecta-
tions. I don’t expect a cat to behave like a toy animal: a 
toy that I can wind up and let meow when I want to and 
turn off when I want to.”
   - owner of Lola
 
“It is important, because you need to collaborate and 
interact with each other, to understand each other. Not 
only that we understand her, but she understand us as 
well.”
   - owner of Mika
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The emotional journey

From finding the perfect companion to having a 
fulfilling relationship, the journey of an owner-cat 
relationship is an emotional one full of positive 
and negative interactions. These interactions can 
contribute to the development of the human-animal 
bond.

The phases of the owner-cat relationship
Figure 6 illustrates what interactions with 
corresponding emotions contribute to a positive or 
a negative development of this bond. This emotional 
journey is based on the findings from the storybook 
that the researcher and participants filled in together

In the beginning of the relationship, the owner is 
enthusiastic, charmed, curious and fascinated with 
her new furry friend. After a while though, these 
emotions subside because the relationship is not 
‘new’ anymore.

“We are enthusiastic for something (the cat) new in the 
house, see how it goes.”
    - owner of Tum Tum
 
“It is not like I didn’t give it (the cat) attention anymore, 
but in the beginning it is always more fun. Then you give 
it more attention.”
    - owner of Leo

The relationship mainly develops positively through 
taking care of the cat and by feeling appreciated by 
the cat. The relationship deteriorates due to negative 
cat behavior.

What strengthens and weakens the bond between 
owner and cat?
The most important factors in the owner-cat 
relationship for the participants are shown in table 

8. These factors can be divided into the following 
categories: 1) needs of the cat, 2) positive interactions 
between owner and cat and 3) having an ideal cat.
Mutual affection between the owner and the cat is 
the most important factor for the owners. Although 
the owner often initiates in caring and affectionate 
activities (cuddling, playing and giving food),

table 8. Top 10 most important factors of cat owners
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figure 6. The development of an owner-cat relationship: from the decision of a specific cat to various interactions during the relationship
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she also wants the affection to be returned. However, 
cats express their emotions differently from humans. 
Understanding a cat’s behavior could then be 
helpful to know when the cat is being affectionate. 
The participants expressed how they experience 
affection by stating, for example, ‘that the cats listens 
to you’ or ‘wants to be near you’. However, as cats 
differ in personality, it is possible they can also show 
affection in different ways such that humans may 
have difficulty picking it up.

“It concerns me more that I get to learn their personality 
and that I can take it into account. Then a bond will 
grow spontaneously. I will then try to not do the things 
they don’t like and will often do the things they like. 
Then a relationship can grow.”

    - owner of Lola
 
“All interactions help, mostly the positive ones, but also 
the negative the ones. You get to know each other. It 
is most important that you learn from it, that helps 
improve your bond.”
    - owner of Leo

Summary
 
People can have different reasons to adopt a 
companion-animal. Some of these motivations 
can steer them toward adopting a cat: cats are 
easy to take care of and give social support in 
difficult times.
The choice of a specific cat depends on the 
expectations of the owner: how should her ideal 
cat behave, what should the relationship be like, 
and what is the role of the cat in the house? 
However, every cat has a unique personality; this, 
in combination with a lack of knowledge about 
feline behavior (and thus, anthropomorphizing 
too much) can lead to a reality quite different from 
expectations, which in turn can lead to an early 
termination of the relationship. Understanding 
and time spent with each other is necessary to 
develop the bond between owner and cat in order 
to establish a strong long-term attachment.

The difference in expressing emotions is also the 
chief cause of confusion and frustration in owner-
companion-animal relationships. In a study by Zasloff 
and Kidd (1994a), owners mentioned that they find 
their cat’s behavior ‘annoying’ (which was not further 
defined), too aggressive or destructive, or not social 
enough— or they stated that the cat did not give 
enough affection [Bernstein, 2007]. These are often 
reasons for owners to surrender their cat.

The participants in my study said they experienced 
frustration or worry when they didn’t understand 
their cat or confusion when the cat didn’t understand 
them. They also experienced annoyance when the 
cat was asking for attention at a bad time or anger 
when the cat did things that were not allowed (like 

scratching the furniture and curtains or urinating 
on floor or rug). Thus, it is essential to understand 
the cat’s behavior, needs and personality (the green 
category of important factors).

“I was frustrated, because it took such a long time for 
the cat to get used to his new environment (cat kept 
meowing). I was not used to that.”
   - owner of Newton
 
“It is frustrating that he keeps coming back to bite me. 
What should I do with that?”
   - owner of Leo
 
“The annoyance and impotence that you don’t know 
why something happens. It is really hard to remove the 
smell. I can’t throw it in the washing machine to clean 
it.”
   - owner of Tommy and Lulu
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The termination of the relationship

Why do owners decide to surrender their cat?
People decide to surrender their companion-animal 
for different reasons. Salman et al. (1998) determined 
71 different reasons why an owner would surrender 
his companion-animal. The most popular reasons 
for surrendering cats are stated in table 9. Salman’s 
study is based in the United States, it is possible 
that the ranking of the most popular reasons is 
different in the Netherlands. In a study that was 
based in Australia, the ranking of reasons was as 
follows: companion-animals not allowed (21%), too 
many animals (18%) and behavior problems (4%) 
[Alberthsen et al. 2016]. Geographical and social 
differences could explain the difference in the ratio 
of reasons.
However, owners often don’t have a single reason for 
deciding to surrender their ‘beloved’ cat, but rather 
several reasons that build up to the final decision. 
Researchers were also surprised that behavior 
problems were often not the case in the decision to 
surrender a cat. They assume that owners who want 
to give up their cat because of behavioral reasons 
give a different reason to the shelter because they 
think it gives the cat a better chance to find a new 
home [Alberthsen et al. 2016]. This shows that 
reasons to surrender a companion-animal are part of 
a complex situation.

In my field research I asked participants to come up 
with a reason why they might ever decide to surrender 
their cat. Most participants thought it was difficult 
to give a possible reason for owner-surrender. The 
most stated reason was ‘incompatible with (future) 
children’. This shows that there is a sort of hierarchy 
in a family, with children being above companion-
animals. Several participants were able to state 
several reasons that might induce them to surrender 

their cat, which affirms the study of Alberthsen et al. 
(2016). One participant mentioned that her sister 
actually gave up her cat because of house soiling. 
She knew it was a health problem, but did not want 
the responsibility for her cat’s health. Other reasons 
for possible owner-surrender are presented in table 
10.

The feelings surrounding owner-surrender
As the relationship with a companion-animal is 
an emotional one, it goes without saying that the 
termination of the relationship is emotional as 
well. According to Alberthsen et al. (2016), another 
possible consideration explaining why owners don’t 
mention behavior problems when surrendering their 
cat is that they experience guilt. They assign the 
reason for surrendering the animal to something 
beyond their control, thereby possibly deflecting 
the blame from themselves and their cat. Coe et al. 
(2014) mentions that it is also possible that owners 
don’t dare to reveal their real reason for surrender, 
because they don’t think it is socially acceptable. In 
the study of Salman et al. (1998), 9.2% of the owners 
surrendering their companion-animal did not want 
to be interviewed (which might be the case because 
of the shame or guilt they felt, or just because they 
were too busy or didn’t like interviews) and 2.6% 
of the owners indicated that they experienced too 
much emotional stress to be interviewed.
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table 9. Different reasons, divided into categories, for owner-surrender of cats
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What if this guilt becomes so strong that people no 
longer want to give up their companion-animal? With 
this question in mind, I developed a small design 
intervention: ‘Break-Up Ritual’. Participants would 
engage in a ‘conversation’ with their cat. All questions 
and the complete results of the intervention can be 
found in appendix A3 and A13. Two participants (a 
couple) who are thinking of surrendering their pet 
were asked separately to start this so-called break-
up ritual.
The guilt increased a lot in both participants, just 
like the feeling of sadness about missing their cat. 
The ritual was really confronting and they both never 
wanted to do the ritual again or even think about 
owner-surrender.

Consciously experiencing and reflecting on the 
termination of the owner-cat relationship can 
increase the connection between owner and cat. 
The situation can become really confrontational. For 
these participants it changed their mindset about 
owner-surrender and convinced them that they did 
not want to do it anymore or even think about it.

I asked my 6 context-mapping participants (these 
have owned their cats 12 months or less) to imagine 
how they would feel and what they would do should 
they ever decide to surrender their cat (see figure 7). I 
captured their words and emotions with the Emotion 
Capture Cards (see section ‘Methods’).

The emotion ‘guilt’ appeared in this research as well. 
Half of my participants started crying during this 
part of the interview. This happened because they 
tried to imagine the situation, but also because they 
remembered similar experiences in the past that 
resembled the loss of a cherished companion-animal, 
one way or another (surrender of a former animal, 
animal being in an accident or death of an animal). 
Half of the participants also compared surrendering 
their cat to losing their cat because it died.

table 10. Participants’ possible reasons for owner-surrender
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figure 7. Emotions that participants experienced during the role-play of owner-surrender

“It was a strong feeling of loss, the same when someone 
dies. I think grief and sadness.”
   - owner of Lola
 
“I compare it to losing a family member, something I 
also never experienced. It is hard to imagine. I compare 
it to dying as well.”
   - owner of Leo
 
“crying - we are now very close to the emotion of last 
Saturday, we almost had this moment, but then with de-
ath. This is awful, terrible. You don’t start a relationship 
with an animal for this. No. And the little creature was 
just grinning lovingly to me and then you think, maybe 
you have to die soon.”
   - owner of Tommy and Lulu

Some participants also felt a sense of disappointment 
with themselves, wondering why they could not 
make it work.

“They eventually decided to surrender him, they still 
thought it was difficult. They felt like they failed.”

   - owner of Leo
  (about sister’s owner-surrendering)
 
“I would be disappointed in myself because I could not 
fix it.”
   - owner of Tum Tum

Though it was a really sad experience for the 
participants, they expressed their love for their cat 
as well in other different ways: ‘hope’ and ‘trust’ (in 
a higher power) that their companion would find a 
better home, ‘worry’ if their cat would find a better 
home and ‘love’ and ‘kindness’ because they still 
tried to take care of their cat.
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What are the risk factors for owner-surrendering?
Various studies have determined risk factors that 
increase the chance of a cat being surrendered 
[Alberthsen et al., 2016; Bernstein, 2007; Rodan, 
n.d.; Salman et al., 1998]. These factors, based 
on characteristics of the cat and the owner, are 
presented in table 11.

Behavior problems such as aggression, house soiling 
or destructiveness are the result of a cat being in a 
stressful situation at home. This could be because 
the cat doesn’t work well with another companion-
animal, because there are too many beings (people or 
animals) in the house or because the cat experiences 
a lack of (positive) stimulation (e.g. interactive play 
session that simulates hunting). Behavioral problems 
can also arise from health problems. House soiling 
could, for example, also occur when the cat has 
kidney problems [Rodan, n.d.].
 
According to Salman et al. (1998), 58% of people 
surrendering cats thought that cats misbehaved 
out of spite. This could be because many people 
attribute human motivations to cat behavior 
(anthropomorphism), which is often a misconception. 
This same trait in combination with a lack of 
knowledge of normal cat behavior may drive people 
not only to assess behavioral problems in the wrong 
way and to try to solve them inappropriately, but also 
to have mismatched expectations about the cat’s 
role in the family and the relationship being more 
work than expected. First-time adopters present an 
extra risk factor, because they lack experience in 
owner-cat relationships [Bernstein, 2007].

1 The reference of Rodan, n.d. (no date) has no known publication year

What is the gap in owner-surrender solutions? 
Table XX presents possible and existing solutions 
mentioned in literature and field research. The 
following two sections discuss these solutions in 
greater depth.

Possible Solutions
Several research papers have already suggested a 
range of solutions to the problems underlying owner-
surrender of cats. The most-mentioned interventions 
included providing education on normal feline 
behavior and support as to the best way to redirect 
undesirable behaviors [Bernstein, 2007; Coe et al., 
2014; Rodan, n.d.]. Alberthsen et al. (2006) suggested 
‘companion-animal-friendly’ accommodation as 
well. The reason to surrender a companion-animal 
because of accommodation restrictions would then 
be removed, and extra houses could be added for 
other unwanted and excess cats. They also suggested 
a greater role for veterinarians in preventing owner-
surrender: veterinarians could help in assisting 
and educating owners about the importance of cat 
sterilization and responsible pet ownership. I would 
add greater use of a cat behaviorist as well, as they 
could aid owners in resolving cat behavior problems. 
Another interesting opportunity would involve 
looking into playful and accessible ways to educate 
new owners in the behavior and personality of 
their cats— approaches that can also reach owners 
who don’t spend money on veterinary care (or cat 
behaviorists) or lack the guidance of a shelter.

Existing Solutions
At the moment, there are different interventions in 
place to diminish the numbers of owner-surrendered 
cats. In different locations in Australia it is obligatory 
to sterilize cats as soon as possible to diminish the 
cat population in general. In the Netherlands it is 
advised, but not made mandatory, to sterilize your 
cat.
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table 11. Risk factors for owner-surrender of cats (1 Salman et al. (1998), 2 Alberthsen et al. (2016), 3 Bernstein (2007), 4 Rodan, n.d.)

table 12. Overview of possible and existing solutions for the owner-surrender of cats
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However, the amount of owner-surrendered cats 
has not really decreased in Australia as a result of 
the intervention [Alberthsen et al., 2016], which 
suggests that it may not be an effective solution. Coe 
et al. (2014) reports different kinds of educational 
programs: behavioral advice, veterinary consultations 
and provision of resources for owners.

Some shelters in the Netherlands use a matching 
program for cats and owners. They match cats to 
owners based on the cat’s personality and the 
prospective owner’s wishes. Sometimes the cat still 
comes back to the shelter after being matched up, 
but the policy has decreased the number of cats 
returning to the shelter. Unfortunately, a kind of 
matching program like this does not exist when an 
owner gets her cat from a source like Marktplaats. 
Some sellers still try to match their cat to the right 
new owner, but more often than not the cat is merely 
an object to be sold.

“What I really liked, was that the woman where we got 
Leo gave us advice and things to help us, because we 
were still a bit unsure about everything. She helped us a 
lot and gave us information about Leo’s personality.”

   - owner of Leo
 
“The woman of Marktplaats could tell us a lot about her 
personality and how she was doing until now. Because 
of that I got more confidence in getting Newton specifi-
cally.”
   - owner of Newton
 
“We were unsure if we would do well to choose the right 
ones. We did not experience their personalities before 
we made the choice for them.”

   - owner of Tommy and Lulu

Summary
 
People who end up surrendering their cat have 
different reasons for doing so— and most of 
the time it is a combination of several reasons. 
The most-given reasons are owner-related: 
accommodation restrictions, too many animals or 
health considerations. Cat-related reasons include 
behavioral problems or undesirable behaviors, 
which are often connected to certain expectations 
of the owner.

The unrealistic expectations that owners may have 
represent a risk factor related to surrendering 
a cat. Other factors include a lack of knowledge 
and stressful social situations at home (which 
often cause behavior problems). An increase in 
education regarding feline behavior could help 
the new owner to attribute correct motivations to 
the cat, solve behavior problems and have realistic 
expectations about not only the relationship with 
the cat but also its role in the family.

The literature suggests education as the 
most likely solution to owner-cat relationship 
problems. This increase in educational efforts 
is already being implemented in different ways, 
including veterinary consultations. An interesting 
opportunity is to deliver education in feline 
behavior and personality in a more accessible and 
playful way, to offer options especially to those 
owners who may lack resources for expensive 
consultations.
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3.5 Conclusion

Owners have different reasons— often more than 
one reason, in any case— for surrendering their cat. 
Most of these reasons are owner-related, including 
housing, economic or personal issues. Some of the 
reasons seem to be cat-related, which are mostly 
because of behavior that is seen as undesirable or 
even problematic in the eyes of the owner. Many 
of these reasons, however, are influenced by the 
expectations owners have of their cat (such as their 
role in the family) and the cat’s relationship with 
family members. These expectations are based on 
the owner’s experience, their knowledge of feline 
behavior and feline needs and the motives the 
owners had for adopting the animal.

Many people adopt a companion-animal because 
they are looking for an undemanding and rewarding 
relationship that provides social support: a 
relationship of mutualism, where the owner gives 
and receives love and affection from her cat. This 
unconditional love and affection from the cat can 
contribute to a happier and healthier life.

The human trait ‘anthropomorphism’ helps owners to 
be empathic with their cat and to create a connection 
that we call the human-animal bond. However, 
anthropomorphism can also lead owners to attribute 
wrong motivations and emotions to their companion-
animal. Cats are still cats (and not humans), and 
may thus not only have different motivations but 
also express their emotions in different ways than 
humans do.

Because cats can have unique personalities, just like 
humans do, cats may vary among themselves in their 
behavior. Five feline traits have been established 
in the literature to determine a cat’s personality: 
skittishness, outgoingness, dominance, spontaneity 
and friendliness.

Unrealistic expectations and lack of knowledge 
regarding feline behavior and personality are 
risk factors for owner-surrender. Increasing the 
knowledge of owners can be helpful in this respect: 
coaching them to attribute the right motivations and 
emotions to their cat and to shift their expectationa. 
Greater understanding could help owners deal with 
problems and see their own role in interactions with 
the cat and in the end possibly improving the human-
animal bond.

The human-animal bond relates to the attachment 
between owner and cat. The attachment increases 
with 1) knowledge about the cat and its care, 2) the 
behavioral responsiveness to the cat and its needs, 
3) interest in and affection for the cat, and 4) time 
spent with and activities directed toward the cat.
In the beginning of the relationship, this latter 
dimension of attachment is not yet well used, setting 
the stage for the owner-cat relationship to become 
increasingly sensitive for negative experiences.

The relationship between owner and cat is an 
emotional one: from the enthusiastic desire and 
curiosity in the beginning, to the caring, appreciative, 
but also frustrating and annoying interactions in 
the middle to the sad, overwhelming and guilty 
termination of owner-surrender or death.
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Design interventions could explore the possibility 
of delivering education in feline behavior and 
personality in a more accessible and playful way 
during the interactions between owner and cat at 
home, making use of the potential source of fun and 
play that a cat can provide (like the relationship with 
a child).

Interventions could also utilize the attachment 
dimensions to increase the human-animal bond. By 
getting to know her cat, an owner could cultivate a 
relationship of mutualism.
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4. VISION
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4.1 Introduction

This chapter illustrates the vision for the desired situation. First comes 
definitions of the design’s guidelines, which are based on the research 
results. Then, a preliminary design goal is created by combining the 
project goal and the direction for the desired situation. Several details 
of the design goal are explained, in order to reveal the relation with the 
research results. Finally, I devise an interaction vision accompanied with 
interaction qualities, which are used to describe the desired interaction 
and experience. The design goal together with the interaction vision lay 
the groundwork for developing ideas to create a meaningful interaction 
between owner and cat.
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4.2 Guidelines

The project goal, as stated in the chapter Introduction, 
is to find a way to affect owner’s attitudes towards 
companion-animal commitment in order to prevent 
the surrender of cats to animal shelters.
An owner may have several reasons to surrender 
her cat. Some reasons may be very practical, such 
as accommodation issues. Other reasons may be 
emotionally charged; these are often the personal 
reasons, involving the owner’s expectations. Because 
the bond between owner and cat strengthens or 
weakens through different emotional interactions, it 
is important to examine the emotional reasons.

To change the attitude of owners, you should look 
to their mindset. An owner’s mindset consists of the 
view she has not only of cats in general but also 
toward her specific furry friend, which is based on 
her expectations and emotional experience of the 
relationship. When the owner’s first expectations 
(her desires) of the cat are being met (for example, 
an attractive appearance), the owner falls in love, as 
it were, with the cat and wants to bring him home. 
However, an attractive appearance is not enough to 
ensure devotion in the relationship.

The emotional experience of the relationship 
continues to be influenced by positive or negative 
experiences with the cat. This involves the cat’s 
behavior, personality and the communication 
between parties. These things, among others, decide 
whether the initial attachment between owner and 
cat grows. Attachment can be increased through:

These four dimensions can be used to grow the bond 
between human and animal. When the attachment 
between owner and cat develops, the owner will 
probably increasingly experience an urge to be 
affectionate toward the cat and to care for him. This 
urge is called love.

Another important part of the owner-cat relationship 
is that owners feel that they not only give, but also 
receive love and affection, which is the relationship of 
mutualism. Experiencing the mutual affection helps 
to confirm this relationship of mutualism, increase the 
owner-cat connection and help the owner love their 
cat even more. However, cats may show affection in 
different ways than owners would expect, so it may 
not always be possible to feel this emotion. With 
knowledge about their own cat’s behavior, however, 
the owner can also know when she is loved Thus, it 
is about the experience of affection.

One important emotion in the beginning of the 
owner-cat relationship is the curiosity the owner 
has about her cat. This curiosity triggers the owner 
to participate in the four dimensions of attachment 
stated above. However, this curiosity subsides 
quickly when the cat is no longer ‘new’. If curiosity 
can be turned (through use of a product) into a more 

1. knowledge about the cat and its care
2. the behavioral responsiveness to the cat and its 

needs
3. interest in and affection toward the cat
4. time spent with the cat and activities directed 

toward the cat.
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powerful emotion, like fascination, then owners will 
participate longer in the attachment dimension and 
increase the bond between them and their cat. The 
experience of fascination can be used to stimulate 
owners to explore and understand their cat’s behavior 
and personality; in this way they will experience 
affection from their cat and so be motivated to be 
committed to the relationship (see figure 8).

figure 8. The interaction between owner and cat; curiosity and fascination; 
exploring and learning

Spending time with and affection towards Indy



70

4.3 Design Goal

Based on the determined direction of the desired situation, a design goal is created:

“To support new owners in understanding their cat’s behavior and 
personality in order to experience mutual affection in their relationship.”

Target group
The users of the design are new cat owners. These are 
owners who don’t have much experience in taking 
care of a cat and who just adopted a cat. When the 
owner has just adopted the cat, the relationship is 
in the starting phase: the human-animal bond is still 
developing and there is no strong attachment yet. This 
is also the most critical phase of the relationship. If 
the owner experiences a lot of negative interactions 
during this phase, the chance is high she will give up 
on the relationship and surrender the cat, because 
she does not feel a strong enough connection yet 
to the cat to keep it and to continue trying to work 
on the relationship. Hence, new owners need extra 
support and guidance to develop their relationship 
with their cat.

Understanding to mutual affection
Cats express emotions and moods different from 
humans. An owner could possibly experience 
affection from her cat when she understands the 
cat’s behavior and personality. This leads to the a 
relationship of mutualism: believing that the owner 
not only gives but also receives love and affection. 
A relationship of mutualism strengthens the bond 
between owner and cat.

Context of use
The design will be used at the home of the owner. 

This is a space where cat and owner spend most 
of their time together and where most interactions 
between them are initiated.
 
Desired effect
The desired effect is that through the created 
understanding and developed experience, the owner 
continues to reflect and work on the interactions 
between herself and her cat. Further, it is desirable 
that the bond between owner and cat will grow and 
that the owner feels devoted to her cat and their 
relationship.

Design challenges
There are several design challenges that need to 
be achieved for the owner to experience mutual 
affection and to increase the human-animal bond 
between owner and cat:

• increase the owner’s knowledge about the cat 
and its care;

• increase the owner’s behavioral responsiveness 
to the cat and its needs;

• owner must be triggered to take an interest in 
the cat;

• owner should express affection toward the cat;
• owner and cat must interact together.
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figure 9. Parent and child sharing adventures

4.4 Interaction Vision

The interaction vision that accompanies the design goal depicts the desired interaction between owner and 
cat. Following the need-dependency perspective, humans could see their cats as their childre. This view 
could possibly increase due to the evolution of animals in the human household and the human trait of 
anthropomorphism. I use this perspective as inspiration for the interaction vision.
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The desired interaction between owner and cat should be like parent and child sharing adventures (see 
figure 9). Together they go on adventures, experience new things and go to new heights. They are interested 
in each other and would like nothing better than getting to know each other. The parent wants to take care 
of his child, but also recognizes his child’s unique individuality. The adventure they share is a good way for 
the parent to see his child’s development and to get to know his talents and preferences. Four interaction 
qualities follow from this metaphor:

Feeling Close
The design should make owners feel ‘close’ to their cat. 
This could be by literally being near to each other; doing 
activities together; or figuratively by familiarizing with 
the cat. The feeling of closeness creates a connection and 
strengthens the relationship.

Being Playful
The design should trigger playfulness. Parent and child 
often connect with each other through play. Play helps to 
connect with others because it creates openness. Being 
playful can also make activities and spending time the cat 
more engaging.

Generating Fascination
This quality will play an important part in the design. 
It drives an owner to explore and investigate her cat’s 
behavior and personality. The knowledge she obtains 
supports her in understanding the cat’s care and in her 
behavioral responsiveness to the cat’s needs.

Developing Respect
The design should recognize the individuality of the cat 
and demonstrate to owners that not all behaviors of the 
cat are wrong or problems, but part of his personality. The 
cat’s unique qualities and abilities deserve admiration and 
the design should trigger owners to regard their cat as 
worthy.

Contribution to love
Fascination and play are a good start to initiate interactions between owner and cat and develop closeness. 
Fascination and play help in exploring (hidden) things. During this phase of exploring the owner could find 
out characteristics of the cat that conforms to an internal or external standard of the owner and develop 
respect for the cat. By understanding the cat and its characteristics the owner could experience affection 
from her cat. This way fascination and respect could lead to love.
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5. IDEATION
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5.1 Introduction

During the Ideation phase, ideas are generated based on insights of the 
research phase and the vision of the desired situation. These ideas are 
generated during creative sessions, during which designers get inspired 
by six How-To questions based on predetermined design directions. 
These ideas were recategorized in nine themes. From these themes, 20 
ideas were selected on which to run experiments. A new owner and his1 
cat participated in these experiments. These experiments were done 
to test the potential of the ideas: how does the owner experience the 
interaction and how does the cat react to it? From the conclusion of the 
experiments and the inspired ideas, three concepts were created. These 
three concepts and (last, but not least) the final concept are presented 
and discussed during the next chapter, Conceptualization.
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5.2 Design Directions

1. Change the owner’s attitude-- the owner needs 
to interpret the cat’s behavior differently:

A. transform the owner’s curiosity to fascination;
B. help owner get to know her cat’s personality;
C. increase the owner’s knowledge base about the
    general behavior of felines.

Several design directions resulted from the research and vision. These directions are categorized in two main 
directions. The first direction focuses on the interaction from the owner’s side and the second one on the 
interaction from the cat’s side.

2. Stimulate existing cat’s behavior:

A. to increase physical contact between owner
    and cat;
B. to increase social contact between owner and
    cat.
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5.3 Creative Session

Based on these directions, six How-To questions were 
created to spark the inspiration of designers during 
the brainwriting session. Six designers participated 
in the session. The procedure of this session is 
explained in appendix B1.

1. How to increase physical contact between 
owner and cat?

2. How to increase social contact between owner 
and cat?

3. How to help owners better understand their 
cat’s behavior?

4. How to help owners become fascinated about 
their cat?

5. How to get to know the feline personality?

6. How to discover unique characteristics of a 
particular cat?

The ideas generated with these questions were 
categorized in different themes (see figure 10). 
Several ideas were chosen to experiment with, 
to see if there is potential to fulfil the design goal 
and to evoke the established interaction qualities. 
These ideas were selected on the basis of my 
personal interest from a design perspective. Some 
other ideas were used directly as inspiration for the 
conceptualization, without prior experimentation.

Themes
Some of themes will be explained to show their 
interesting potential in the design directions.

A possible way to change the owner’s attitude about 
her cat is to literally change her perspective and 
align her perspective with that of her cat’s. During 
the creative session, the designers found two ways 
to accomplish this: 1) role-play a cat: be a cat and 2) 
see the world through the cat’s eyes.

To investigate your cat’s body language and his 
behavior, you can zoom in to the details using many 
different images (like pictures) or you can use a 
tangible experience.

There are many human personality tests around the 
world (for example, the Myers–Briggs Type Indicator 
and the Big Five Personality Traits); these have 
formed inspiration for the designers to come up with 
ideas for getting to know your cat’s personality, for 
finding his traits or fitting him into a stereotype.

It is also interesting to place your cat’s experiences 
and your experiences with the cat together in a 
narrative. A bit like: the cat is a hero and goes on an 
adventure; let’s see how the cat and your relationship 
with him develops and how you overcome challenges.

Finally, several ideas were activities that can be 
enjoyed by both owner and cat: explore together 
different physical or mental challenges or attract 
the cat in different ways to be near you (playful and 
close physical contact).
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figure 10. Generated ideas during the creative session categorized into themes
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5.4 Experimental Stage

In this experimental stage the Research-through-
Design approach is used to see if some of the 
interesting ideas had indeed the potential to change 
the owner’s attitude or stimulate the cat’s behavior 
(or even both), and would eventually fulfil the design 
goal and evoke the desired interaction qualities. 
20 experiments were done (nine about changing 
the owner’s attitude and 11 about stimulating the 
cat’s behavior) with a new owner and his cat. The 
complete procedure of the experiments can be 
found in appendix B2. The next page shows pictures 

of some of the experiments. Several recorded videos 
of the experiments can be found on the attached cd 
in the appendix.

The following figures (figures 11 and 12) present the 
results of the experiments, categorized in the two 
main directions. The experience of the interaction 
qualities and two extra criteria (ie. 1) informative and 
2) together) are displayed. The criteria informative 
is added to identify what kind of activities can best 
transfer knowledge about the cat, its behavior and its 

figure 11. Experienced interaction qualities during experiments in changing the owner’s attitude
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experiment: wall of fame experiment: playing piano with cat

experiment: cat parcourse

experiment: behavior translator

experiment: cat artexperiment: cat puzzle

experiment: box on lap experiment: cat moodboard

experiment: kangeroo sweater
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figure 12. Experienced interaction qualities during experiments in stimulating existing cat’s behavior

care; the criteria together was added to determine if 
the user experienced the time spent and the activity 
directed to the cat (see attachment dimensions in 
chapter Vision).

Emotions that were experienced during the different 
activities of the experiments were also recorded 
(see figure 13). As can be seen, a range of emotions 
was experienced. The most-felt emotions during 
the activities, for each direction, were as follows: for 
direction 1) changing owner’s attitude: sympathy, 
amusement, anticipation, inspiration, fascination, 
satisfaction; for direction 2) stimulating existing cat’s 
behavior: anticipation, amusement, inspiration and 
disappointment.

It is a good sign that spending time and doing certain 
activities with the cat is experienced as fun by the 
new owner. This experience mostly took place during 
the playful activities such as the hand toy, playing 
the piano, role-playing cat habits and the treasure 
hunt. Sympathy, inspiration and fascination were 
mostly experienced with informative activities that 
gave more understanding of the cat’s behavior, such 
as the personality diary, behavior translator, mood-
board and the cat parcourse.

An emotion closely related to sympathy is respect. 
Respect was only consciously experienced during 
three experiments: the cat parcourse, the box on the 
lap and the personality diary. The owner experienced 



84

respect during these experiments (respectively) 
because 1) he got to learn the cat’s specific skills, 2) 
he learned the cat’s needs and 3) he recognized the 
cat as a unique being with his own emotions.

Anticipation accompanied almost every activity 
experienced, and this often also resulted in the 
negative emotion of reluctance and disappointment. 
This happened because the owner created a certain 
expectation for what would happen, and this 
expectation was not met in the interaction with the 
cat. It is important that this experience is kept in check 
or negated in the final concept; otherwise, instead 
of changing the owner’s attitude, the unrealistic 

expectations and their consequences could escalate. 
It is not wrong to have a certain expectation, but it is 
important to understand that it is also not wrong that 
sometimes these expectations don’t line up with the 
real experience— in other words, it is preferable that 
the event can be seen as a learning experience.

In these cases, reflecting on these ‘other than 
expected’ situations could help the owner to process 
the experience and turn it into knowledge that can 
be applied in future interactions with and in the care 
of the cat.

figure 13. Experienced emotions during the experiments
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One of the insights gleaned from the experiments 
was that it was possible to combine the two main 
directions in several activities: changing the owner’s 
attitude by stimulating the existing cat’s behavior. 
This was easily accomplished in the following 
activities: the treasure hunt, the cat parcourse and the 
puzzle made with toilet rolls. The combination was 
probably made possible due to the activities having 
one guiding action being set in an environment with 
many variables that could be experimented with. 
Users need simple instructions as to the use and 
purpose of a product, to avoid being confused or 
overwhelmed by the possibilities. However, in the 
interaction between owner and cat, it could be an 
added value to create an environment that lends 

itself to open-ended play.
 
Each experiment, be it an activity with the cat or 
reflecting on the cat’s behavior, had its own individual 
effect. However, the fact of doing experiments with 
your cat already helps you get to know your cat 
better. You find out things he likes or doesn’t like, his 
abilities and so forth.  Reflecting on this information 
helps you in making future decisions concerning your 
cat. The most important thing is to explore the world 
together with your cat; the activities themselves 
don’t really matter. Joel Zaslofsky (n.d.) said it well:

“Fascination represents a desire to connect, a willingness to embrace 
discomfort and motivation to learn how things work.” 

To create fascination in the relationship you have with your cat, you need to do the following:
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5.6 Conclusion

There are two main design directions where 
interactions between owner and cat can take place: 
1) changing the owner’s attitude and 2) stimulating 
the existing cat’s behavior. These design directions 
can also be combined to offer a third direction as 
well: changing the owner’s attitude by stimulating 
the existing cat’s behavior.
 
The generated ideas can be categorized in nine 
themes: role-playing a cat, taking a cat’s perspective, 
exploring together, learning a cat’s body ‘language’, 
personality tests, finding your story, changing the 
scenery, engaging in playful contact, stimulating close 
physical contact. Twenty ideas from eight of these 
themes were selected with which to experiment and 
to discover their potential. The following experiments 
fit most closely with the interaction qualities: cat 
parcourse, cat mood-board, cat puzzle, fill-in story, 
cat personality diary, hand toy, playing the piano 
with the cat and box on lap. The insights from these 
experiments, including the top-five ideas (test your 
cat’s abilities, make a sculpture of your cat, fit your 
cat into catsonas, cat-facts tear-off calendar, book 
to fill in with your cat’s personal facts (favorite food 
and so forth)), serve as inspiration for the developed 
concepts.
 
To experience respect in interactions with her cat, the 
owner needs activities where she gets to know her 
cat’s skills and needs and where she can recognize 
him as a unique being with his own emotions and 
thus personality.

To experience fascination in the interactions with 
her cat, the owner needs to remain attentive, to 
experiment with her cat, to keep asking how things 
work with and for her cat and to keep experiencing 
the relationship ‘as if it were the first time’.
 
In the end, the most important thing is that the owner 
spends time with her cat and does activities together 
with him. Such activities create an open-ended 
environment that facilitates the owner being free 
to play and reflect, and so to learn about her cat’s 
behavior and personality. Owner and cat explore 
together to learn from each other and communicate 
with each other to create a relationship of mutualism.
 
The ideas that stimulate the owner the most in this 
experience were selected to create three different 
concepts, which are discussed in the next chapter.
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6. CONCEPTUALIZATION
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6.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the three concepts that were developed based 
on the results of the Ideation phase. The ideas that act as the foundation 
of these concepts and the concepts itself are presented. The three 
concepts are evaluated with four new cat owners, with two cat behavior 
therapists and from a design perspective.

This evaluation allows the creation of a new, final concept, which 
arises from the combination of the aspects from the three concepts 
that best fulfilled the design goal and desired interaction qualities. A 
description of the final concept is presented through a user scenario 
and a discussion about the spirit of the design. Possible channels for 
introduction into the market are also discussed.
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6.2 Concepts

Concept 1 Basic Instinct
Concept 1 is a customizable puzzle toolkit for you 
and your cat. This toolkit will help you get to know 
your cat and develop together his skills.

The concept consists of several basic components in 
the shape of cylinders. The cylinders can be attached 
to each other with rubber pieces in several ways, and 
thus may form different constructions.

The cylinders come in different sizes and colors 
with small windows. There are also skins of various 
materials to give the cat a tactile experience, as well 
turning wheels to add dynamic movement.

An instruction booklet is added to give examples of 
different puzzles: some puzzles are more suited for 
certain cat personalities. Through scientific research, 
researchers found that there are five main cat 
personalities. The puzzles are developed in such a 
way that they fit certain personalities. Through this 
you can find which personality is closest to that of 
your cat.

By experimenting with the puzzles you get to know 
the skills of your cat and you can develop these.
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Concept 2 Adventure Cat
Concept 2 is a card set with which you can explore 
your cat’s behavior and abilities together with your 
cat in your own environment.

The card set consists out of different card categories 
(cat’s habits, senses and skills). The front of each 
of these cards features some general information 
about your cat. For example, in the category senses 
you read on the card that your cat uses whiskers to 
determine if he can go through a narrow passage.

On the backside of the cards there is an instruction 
on how to set up a parcourse circuit for your cat in 
your house to see how your cat personally uses that 
skill, sense or habit. For example, when does your 
cat think the passage is too narrow? You can set up 
these parcourses in your house with basic materials 
you already have in your house and experiment with 
it together with your cat. There is also a difficulty 
range in setting up and using these parcourses. 

The goal of this concept is to give the cat owner general 
information about cats and their behavior. However, 
as this is still general information, it can differ from 
cat to cat depending on your cat’s personality and 
talents. With the parcourses you get the chance to 
see how this general information applies to your cat 
and to get to know his personality.

94
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Concept 3 Pawsitive Purrsuit
Concept 3 is a card game where your build a statue 
of your cat based on his personality. When the statue 
is finished you have an image of your cat that depicts 
his complete personality.

As explained in concept 1, there are five main cat 
personalities (based on the Feline Five). In this game, 
each personality has a color associated with it. There 
are different colored blocks (in the same colors as 
the personalities) that you can acquire by doing 
small assignments with your cat.

These small assignments are divided into different 
categories. The category from which you take an 
assignment depends on the throw of a die. An 
example: in the category ‘reaction’ you do a certain 
small experiment and see how your cat reacts. Next, 
you choose one of the preselected reactions on the 
assignment card that is closest to your cat’s reaction. 
Finally, you acquire a building block with the color 
that is associated with the chosen reaction.

After acquiring enough building blocks, you are 
able to finish your statue, which represents the 
understanding you have developed about your 
cat’s behavior and personality. The statue doesn’t 
necessarily have to be finished in one evening; you 
can take as long as you want to finish it. 
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Concepts evaluation
The three concepts were evaluated by different 
sources: four new cat owners (adopted their cat 
0-6 months ago), to get the owner perspective; two 
cat behaviorists, to get the feline perspective; and 
myself, for the design perspective. The result of the 
evaluation is presented in figure 14, which is based 
on the Harris profile.

Owner’s perspective
The concepts were evaluated on different points from 
the owner’s perspective: 1) if they would experience 
the desired interaction qualities, 2) if they think it 
would fulfil the design goal, 3) what they like or don’t 
like about the concept and 4) if they would use the 
concept.

The cat owners would not use the first concept 
because cats are often happy with things already 
present in the house, which is a big advantage of 
concept 2. The cat owners were pretty enthusiastic 
about concept 2: they like the fun facts and the use 
of in-house materials to experiment with different 
parcourses. However, they don’t like the fact that the 
concept is just cards and express that they would 
rather have an object for the cat to go with it. The 
owners loved the possibility of getting to know 
their cat’s personality in concept 3 and see all his 
different reactions. They also liked that they had 
something that visualized the personality and that 
they could keep as a reminder. However, they did 
not like building the cat statue and expressed that 
they would rather have something functional. They 
would also like to be offered some supplemental 
information on how to manage your cat based on the 
outcome of the assignments.

Cat’s perspective
Two cat behaviorists were asked their expert opinion 
about the concepts. They were asked about possible 
ethical issues that could surface in the concepts and 
if they think it would work with cats.

The most important remark of the cat behaviorists 
is that the fun facts of the cats (concept 2) must 
be correct; otherwise, the cat behavior problems 
would only increase. They thought concept 2 was 
the most interesting and informative concept about 
cat behavior. Concept 1 was the least interesting, 
because they didn’t think it would fulfil the design 
goal. Concept 3 could be interesting, they said, 
but the literature on feline personalities is still an 
ongoing investigation.

figure 14. Concept evaluation based on the Harris profile method
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Conclusion
Both concept 2 and concept 3 have a lot of potential. 
To strengthen each other these two will be combined 
to one. Concept 1 becomes one of the activities in 
the final concept.

Positive aspects of concept 2 and 3 are:

• offering fun facts about the cat behavior in 
combination with fitting activities;

• indicating activities that use in-house materials;
• experimenting and observing cat’s reactions;
• providing a sense of the cat’s personality.

Aspects to be added are:

• extra object to facilitate owner-cat interaction;
• a functional visualization of the cat’s personality;
• information on how to manage the cat based on 

his personality.

figure 14. Concept evaluation based on the Harris profile method
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Telltale
A thing serving to reveal or disclose something; 
a sign.

6.3 Final Concept

Based on the evaluation of the three concepts, a new 
concept emerges. This final concept incorporates 
different aspects from all three concepts.

The foundation of the final concept is based on the 
big Feline Five personality traits that are also used 
in concept 3. The owner still works towards creating 
a visual representation of her cat’s personality. For 
this purpose, I developed the so-called telltail. The 
telltail is a piece of rope, on which markers denoting 
the different components that represent the feline 
traits are attached. Together, it looks like a colorful 
tail that visualizes the personality of the cat.

However, instead of doing the activities of concept 
3, the owner will do activities based on concept 2: 
fact-based activities. The cat puzzle of concept 1 is 
integrated as one of the activities.

The goal of the final concept is to create understanding 
regarding the cat’s behavior and personality and to 
establish a deeper connection between owner and 
cat. The concept gives the owner different facts about 
cats, categorized into skill, sense and habit. They act 
as the foundation of different activities the owner 
can do with her cat. These activities help her explore 
the personal abilities and habits of her cat. Through 
reflecting on these activities and the reactions of the 
cat, the owner could identify the personality of her 
cat. Because there are 30 activities, with each having 

ten possible outcomes (5 feline traits, each having a 
high and low score), (and the order of the activities 
may be random or some activities could even be left 
out), every telltail is a unique representation of the 
cat’s unique personality.

Iterations
Two iterations are done with the final concept with 
one owner and his cat. The first iteration was to test 
the overall flow of the concept and see if it elicits 
the desired interaction qualities and possibly fulfils 
the design goal. The procedure and the complete 
evaluation of the first iteration can be found in 
appendix C1.
The owner felt overwhelmed by the amount of 
possible activities. He needed some guidance on 
how to choose a certain card: for example, deciding 
on which card to take, based on how much time 
the owner has for one activity. The owner also still 
had some ideal expectation of the outcome of the 
activity. It should be clear to the owner that every 
result is fine. Which shape (associated with a feline 
trait) to choose, was also not very intuitive. After 
the first iteration I decided to make the following 
adaptations:

1. add some guidance during the ‘choosing an 
activity’ phase by adding new card traits: 
expected time needed (difficulty level) and 
indication if it is event-driven or not.

2. make clear that any outcome of the activity is 
admirable.

3. make the decision on which shape (trait) to 
choose more intuitive.
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The second iteration is focused on making the 
decision on which shape to choose more intuitive.
Each feline trait is actually a spectrum with a high 
(very much of that trait) or a low end (nothing or 
almost nothing of that trait) on the scale. The pressed 
out shapes should indicate these two ends of the 
scales.

Different designs on feline trait pairs (for example. 
outgoingness high - low) are made; online participants 
are asked which design is most clear in indicating the 
difference between a high and low score of the trait. 
The feline trait pair with full color circle for the HIGH 
score and the circle with the same colored minus 
sign for the LOW score were experienced the most 
intuitively by 15 participants. The circle with a black 
stop sign for the LOW score was a close second. The 
four tested designs can be found in appendix C1.

Pictures of the prototypes can be found in appendix 
C2.

User scenario
The next two pages show the user scenario of the 
final concept, beginning at the moment the user 
desires to adopt the cat until the accomplished goal 
of experiencing mutual affection.
Some remarks are stated here to provide additional 
information on the user scenario and concept. The 
numbers correspond with the subscripted numbers 
in the scenario.

1. The booklet of the feline traits describes the 
characteristic of each trait consisting of a description 
and a visualization of the cat’s behavior.
The booklet of the Five Feline traits and tips on 
managing cats have both two sides to it to show the 
high and low score of each trait.

2. The activity cards are categorized in three themed 
categories: skill, sense and habit, and divided in 
preparation times: short, medium and long (fig. 15).

In appendix C3 you can find the designs of all activity 
cards and in appendix C4 and C5 the complete 
overview of the Five Feline traits booklet and the 
booklet tips on managing cats.

figure 15. Categories of activity cards
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figure 16. Final prototype final concept
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The spirit and purpose of the design
The goal of the design, as well as the qualities of the 
desired interaction drive the spirit and purpose of 
the design. The design goal is to support new owners 
in understanding their cat’s behavior and personality 
in order to experience mutual affection in their 
relationship. The four interaction qualities are close, 
playful, fascination and respect.
The final concept (fig. 16) exists of five different 
components: 1) the booklet about feline traits (fig. 
18 and 18), 2) the activity cards (fig. 20), 3) the 
reflection cards (fig. 21), 4) the telltail (fig. 22) and 5) 
the booklet containing tips on managing cats (fig. 19). 
It is important that the concept appears as a whole 
for the user: each component is useful to eventually 
strengthen the human-animal bond. Thus, the style 
of the design should be consistent on the whole.
Furthermore, the concept aims to give information in 
a respectful yet lively way and to encourage playful, 
close interaction with the cat. The concept should 
express a gentle, trustworthy and cheerful feeling. 
This can be accomplished through soft, natural 
curves, as well as bright and soft colors. The overall 
concept is simple: to affirm the advisory role of the 
concept in understanding the cat’s personality and 
to colorfully communicate the variation in unique 
cat personalities.
The tone of the activity guidance as well as the 
tips on managing the cat strive to be objective and 
non-judgmental, while still stimulating the user 
to take appropriate actions. Not only should the 
owner show respect to her cat, but the concept 
should also show respect to the user. I decided to 
add the tips on managing the cat in order to provide 
some applications of the knowledge that is gained 
through identifying the cat’s personality— in this 
way demonstrating concrete benefits of getting to 
know the cat’s personality. The booklet on the Five 
Feline traits serves to help the owner know what 
characteristics to look for.

fig. 17 booklet 5 feline traits: 
front side

fig. 18 booklet 5 feline traits: 
back side

fig. 19 booklet tips
on managing cats
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Activity cards
On front of the activity cards a part of the fact is 
stated, starting with the words, ‘did you know that 
cats....’ to incite curiosity in the user. On the back of 
the card more information about the context of the 
fact is given to already fulfill some of the user’s urge 
to know more, but also drive the user to do more: 
experimenting with the cat in context of the fact, 
which helps to develop the user’s fascination in her 
cat’s life. This fascination should encourage the user 
to participate in activities with her cat: desiring to 
know how her cat deals with different situations and 
interactions.

Reflection cards
Reflection cards are added to the concept to give 
the user a moment to consciously think about her 
cat’s actions and reactions on objects and events. 
Writing the reflection makes the user more aware of 
her own thoughts. It is possible that the user skips 
this part and immediately chooses a trait. Still, the 
action of choosing demands a kind of reflection 
on the situation. The traits are five different colors 
to represent the five different traits and in two 
variations: full colored circle and a circle with the 
same colored minus sign, representing respectively 
the high and low score of the trait.

figure 20. Activity cards

figure 21. Reflection card
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Telltail
The telltail consists of a strong, white animal-safe 
rope with two beads at the end to indicate to the 
user where to hold the rope. By following the science 
of light, all colors together are white. It was decided 
to use a white rope to emulate light: all colorful traits 
together depict the goodness of nature, a cat that is 
worthy of love, respect and affection.

figure 22. Telltail with feline trait markers
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Introduction Channels
The concept may be introduced in the market through 
different channels. It is wise to make use of several 
channels to reach as many owners as possible.
Most owners probably get their cats from sources 
like Marktplaats or via a friend, family or neighbor. 
2200 cats were offered on Marktplaats, Speurders 
and Marktplaza during one week in 2015 [HAS 
Hogeschool & Universiteit Utrecht, 2015].
This could imply that 114,400 cats are offered in a 
single year, but probably it would end up being a bit 
less, as advertisements stay on websites longer than 
one week. However, with current numbers there is 
no way to tell. The next source where people tend to 
go to adopt a cat is the shelter (20,000 cats in 2014 
in the Netherlands [HAS Hogeschool & Universiteit 
Utrecht, 2015]).

Some shelters use a matching program to match the 
right cat with the right owner, implementing a sort of 
support system to guide owners during the first few 
months of having a cat (see more about the inner-
workings of a shelter in appendix XX). However, one 
of the biggest and oldest shelters of the Netherlands, 
Stichting Haags Dierencentrum, expressed that they 
would like to provide more support to their adopters, 
but lack money (and thus people and resources) to 
do that.
The concept can provide this support in the first few 
months of having a cat. The shelter can give this 
concept (available with a small contribution) to the 
owner when the owner comes to pick up their new 
cat. Since cats are not given away at the shelter, but 
sold to new adopters in order to get a bit of income 
to take care of the cats at the shelter, a small increase 
in the price to add the concept for extra support 
would not be too strange. The shelter could also add 
their own contact information in the booklet, ‘tips on 
managing your cat’ to create a personal connection 
with the shelter.

A possible way to reach owners who acquired their 
cat from sources like Marktplaats is to collaborate 
with cat food companies. Cat food companies can 
sell the concept together with their food products 
through a campaign. As the box of the concept 
can be quite big, it will probably not be added to 
packages containing the small food products but will 
accompany the large packs, sold in big stores like 
Ranzijn or in online stores like Zooplus.
A cat behaviorist expert mentioned that big cat food 
companies like Royal Canin are often interested in 
this kind of campaign. However it is possible that 
owners who get their cat from Marktplaats might be 
less interested in spending money on expensive cat 
food, but are more likely to get their cat food from a 
private label at a supermarket or at a discount from 
online stores. A collaboration with a private label of 
cat food will seemingly reach more people, but this 
kind of company may have no priority, interest or 
money to invest in owner-cat relationships.

The concept can also be introduced in the market via 
a campaign in pet shops, or through a veterinarian or 
cat behaviorist. However, this also assumes that only 
owners who are already invested in their relationship 
with their cat visit these shops and people.

It is recommended to introduce the concept through 
several channels via a campaign to reach the ‘new’ 
owners as much as possible; these are:

1. the shelter;
2. collaboration with a food company:

• in a supermarket;
• wholesaler;
• or online;

3. the pet shop
4. veterinarian or cat behaviorist
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7. EVALUATION
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7.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the user evaluation of the final concept. This 
evaluation determines if the concept achieves the design goal and 
evokes the desired interaction qualities during the use and experience 
of the product. The chapter also discusses the procedure and the results 
of the evaluation, concluding with recommendations for the product.
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7.2 Procedure

Purpose
The aim of the user evaluation is to assess the 
design goal and its effectiveness, to examine the 
user experience in determining if the design evokes 
the desired interaction qualities and to gather some 
final recommendations. The following research 
questions are established:

• To what extent is there an increase in the 
understanding of the user about the cat’s 
behavior and personality?

• To what extent is the attachment increased, 
according to the four dimensions of Melson 
(1989)?

• During use of the product, to what extent does 
the user experience mutual affection in their 
relationship with their cat?

• What emotions are experienced during the use 
of the product and why?

• To what extent is the interaction perceived as 
close, playful, fascinated and respectful?

• How do users value the aesthetics of the overall 
experience?

• With regard to the use and experience of the 
product, what are some points for improvement?

The experience of mutual affection is a long-
term goal of the product and as such may not be 
experienced after just one or even a couple of uses. 
To decide if the product fulfills this goal, I attempt 
to answer this question by letting the user imagine 
long-term use of the product and by verifying its 
effectiveness.

Effectiveness
I test the effectiveness of the product by evaluating 
the product against the four dimensions of 
attachment:

1. knowledge about the cat and its care;
2. the behavioral responsiveness of the owner to 

the cat and its needs;
3. interest in and affection toward the cat;
4. time spent with the cat and activities directed 

toward the cat.

If one or more of these dimensions increase 
sufficiently during the user’s experience of the 
product (and the other dimensions do not decrease), 
then it might be said theoretically that the bond 
between owner and cat has increased.

Method
The evaluation was conducted at the participant’s 
own home, which is the context of use of the 
product. Time management constraints dictated 
that the product would be used by the participant 
during one evening, followed immediately by the 
evaluation. Use was made of a high fidelity prototype 
representing the aesthetic and material qualities of 
the product (see 6.3 Final Concept). After the goal of 
the product was introduced, the user was allowed to 
use the product for approx. 30 minutes. After using 
the product, the user completed an evaluation form 
(see appendix D1). The evaluation concludes with a 
short interview (see appendix D2).
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Participants
Five new cat owners and five cats participated in 
the user evaluation. The owners vary in level of 
experience in feline behavior and duration of being 
a cat owner. The level of experience noted is based 
on the owner’s own perception. One participant was 
also a participant in the second field research during 
the Research phase. All participants mentioned they 
saw their cat(s) as their child(ren) and/or used ‘baby 
talk’ while interacting with their cat, following the 
need-dependency perspective.

figure 23. Participants user evaluation
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7.3 Review

Effectiveness
All the four dimensions of attachment increased 
to some extent. The knowledge and behavioral 
responsiveness of the owner increased according 
to all participants. According to one participant, 
the behavioral responsiveness could increase even 
more with more specific tips. All participants also 
reflected that they will do more activities with their 
cat and some indicated that they would also spend 
more time with their cat, because of the many new 
suggestions of fun activities. Two participants noted 
that they would not spend more time with their cat, 
but would do more activities: the way of spending 
time would be more enjoyable. They reflected that 
the interest towards their cats would also increase 
due to the new collected insights; this interest 
could, however, diminish after a while when there 
are no more new experiences. Most participants 
also thought their affection towards their cat would 
increase in the long term because both the owner 
and cat would get to know each other better— get 
used to each other, because they do more activities 
together. In general, all participants thought that 
the bond between owner and cat would increase: 
participants and cats would get to know each 
other, the owners would gain knowledge of feline 
behavior and emotions, the owner’s behavioral 
responsiveness would increase and they both 
would enjoy the process of spending time and doing 
activities together.

Design goal
As stated in the effectiveness section, all participants 
thought that the product increased their knowledge 
of feline behavior and personality. One participant 
indicated that it did not increase a lot— but this 

participant already saw herself as an expert in feline 
behavior and had experience with several cats. 
Thus she already had quite some knowledge on the 
subject. This suggests that inexperienced owners 
would likely benefit more from the product.
All participants also thought that the mutual 
affection became more apparent with this product. 
Some said it also increased. However, sometimes 
the affection could diminish (from both the owner 
and cat), because some activities were annoying for 
the cat.

“Often you want more in the relationship, but you don’t 
know how. This (product) gives a foundation to start 
with, see what is applicable on your cat.”
    - owner of Newton

“This product confirms and strengthens the bond. This 
because you get a better understanding in the emotions 
of the cat and the same time you interact with your cat.”
    - male owner of Kiwi

“You get to know your cat better and you know better 
how to react on her behavior. It makes you more 
conscious, this makes you a better owner. And this in 
turn strengthens the bond.”
    - female owner of Kiwi

“There is mutual affection because you give your cat 
attention and do things together. However, with the first 
activity, with the sound, I was mean to her, so that kind 
of things do not strengthen the bond.”
    - owner of Newton

“It is more the awareness of the mutual affection, than 
that the affection itself increases.”
    - male owner of Kiwi
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doing an activity with Newton
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Experience

General
The participants expressed that the product 
allowed them to learn playfully about their cat’s 
behavior and personality. The product has pleasing 
aesthetics and the activities are entertaining— both 
of which made it more enjoyable to interact with 
their cat. The facts stated on the activity cards were 
evaluated as amusing, clear and interesting,  making 
you think more about your cat and the relationship.
Two participants were put off by the amount of 
reading, however, which made reflecting for one 
participant a bit confusing. Also, spending time with 
the cat while doing one of the activities provides a 
mere snapshot of the cat’s personality. It does not 
always line up with the knowledge you already have 
of your cat.
The participant owner of Newton (expert owner) 
noted that after a while you don’t need the product 
itself anymore, because you know all the knowledge 
and activities by heart now, and how to possibly 
make life more comfortable for your cat. This 
suggests that the product may have a catalyst effect 
for more experienced owners.

First impression
The first general impression of participants was 
focused on the cheerful design of the product. Their 
eye often fell on the activity cards, which they found 
entertaining and amusing. The participants indicated 
that they felt that the product was thoughtfully 
designed and gives a lot of information. They were 
often eager to start using the product with their cat 
and to find out how it works.
Most participants were happy that the instructions 
were just one page; some still thought it was too 
much text, however, and did not read it. From this 
comment I assume this non-reading response made 
using the product in some phases a bit confusing, 
as these individuals quite often asked questions 
about issues that were already addressed in the 
instructions.

“Oh! This looks super fun, really professional. All these 
colors and compartments make me want to start using 
this product with my cat -- like opening a gift!”

    - female owner of Kiwi

“The product looks well thought out. I have no idea yet 
how it works, but I am curious.”
    - owner of Newton

“It is nice to be busy with your cat through this box, my 
old, fat cat gets more energy”
    - owner of Poekie

“It makes me think more about my cat and through this 
product it is enjoyable to spend time and do activities 
with my cat.”
    - female owner of Kiwi

“I like to learn playfully about my cat through 
scientifically substantiated facts.”
    - male owner of Kiwi

“After a while you don’t need the box anymore, you 
know it by heart.”  - owner of Newton



120

Aesthetics
All participants thought the aesthetics of the product 
was very pleasing. They thought it was friendly, 
playful, fun, colorful, joyful, inviting, but also calm 
and clear. This made the product very interesting 
and fun to use for the participants, with information 
that was clear and easy to take on board.

Emotions
During the use of the product, participants 
recognized several experiences, most of which 
differed a great deal in nuance. Some of these 
experiences were intended and were close to the 
desired interaction qualities. For example, the 
cluster of ‘intimate’ is similar to the quality ‘close’; 
the cluster of ‘loving’ is similar to ‘experiencing 
affection’. One other experience — specifically, 
‘warm’ — was not intended, but still desirable (see 
fig. 24).
The emotions most often experienced during 
the use of the product were ‘amusement’ and 
‘surprise’ (see fig. 25). Both the product itself and 
the activities conducted together with the cat were 

experienced as amusing: reading the fun facts on 
the activity cards and watching their cat’s reactions. 
Both these things also evoked surprise: finding out 
new information or a reaction of their cat that they 
did not expect. Participants also experienced ‘love’ 
and ‘pride’ while spending time with their cat and 
when their cat achieved a hoped-for result in a given 
activity. 

“The game feels friendly because of the cute drawings 
and colors.”
    - male owner of Kiwi

“It feels cheerful and playful, but still calm and clear.”
    - owner of Newton

“The aesthetics are really inviting and playful.”
    - female owner of Kiwi

“It is really colorful, it would be also suitable for children 
to use.”
    - owner of Poekie

“It is calm and pleasing. Immediately clear which parts 
there are.”
    - owner of Loekie
       and Doedel

“You give me tips, I haven’t seen before.”
    - owner of Poekie

“I am fascinated how the product works and to start 
with it.”
    - owner of Loekie
       and Doedel

“I feel like I am starting a game, I am interested to start 
with it!”
    - male owner of Kiwi

“I like it, it is fun! I want to try more, it is cool to see what 
happens!”
    - female owner of Kiwi

“It was really amusing to see the different reactions of 
my cat.”
    - owner of Newton

“It was surprising that the cat played along and reacted 
like the card predicted.”
    - male owner of Kiwi

“The behavior of my cat while playing was amusing.”
    - owner of Loekie

“I felt love while playing with my cat and wanting to 
strengthen the bond.”
    - owner of Newton

“Being together and cuddling with my cat, makes me 
feel more affection towards her.”
    - female owner of Kiwi
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figure 24. Experiences during the use of the product

figure 25. Experienced emotions during the use of the product
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Two participants experienced an emotion that 
was not wanted. One participant experienced 
disappointment. This happened when the cat did 
something else than she expected, especially 
because she thought she knew her cat differently.
The other participant experienced confusion, 
because she did not know which color marker 
belonged to which feline trait. However, she also 
said this was because she had not had the patience 
to read the feline traits booklet. These two emotions 
were the only negative emotions that participants 
indicated that they experienced during the use of 
the product.

Most emotions were experienced while interacting 
with their cat. So what is the value of the product? 
The product facilitates these activities and makes 
spending time with the cat more interesting and 
fun, so that owners are more inclined to interact 
with their cat and gain more knowledge about him.

“It was a pity when the cat wasn’t doing what I expected, 
what I know of her. It feels like something isn’t right.”

    - female owner of Kiwi

“I was confused when I had to find out which color 
belonged to which trait. I need more patience while 
reading.”
    - owner of Loekie
       and Doedel

Interaction Qualities
Fig. 26 represents how much the interaction qualities 
are experienced in each phase of product use. The 
feeling of ‘close’ was most experienced when the 
owner was spending time with her cat, as well as 
when reflecting on her cat’s reactions and reading 
tips on how to make life more comfortable for her 
cat. ‘Playful’ was also most experienced during 
the interaction time with the cat, but also during 
choosing an activity. This was probably due to the 
aesthetics of the activity cards, which the participants 
also described as amusing and entertaining. The 
emotion ‘fascination’ was strongly represented 
throughout the whole experience and use of the 
product. Surprisingly, participants did not indicate 
that they experienced this emotion very much when 
choosing an activity. I had thought that reading the 
fun facts on the activity cards would incite some 
fascination in cat’s behavior. The emotion ‘respect’ 
was mostly a continuous experience. Participants 
experienced it the most when interacting with their 
cat and reading the tips on managing the cats. This 
happened probably because during these phases 
the owner got to see her cat’s specific abilities and 
learned her cat’s needs.
In the whole experience of using the product all 
desired interaction qualities are experienced clearly.
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figure 26. Experienced interaction qualities

* The phase of ‘playing with the telltail rope’ was 
only done properly by two participants. Three 
participants neglected to use it as a play toy. This 
may have to do with the rope’s appearance: at first 
sight it does not really look like something you can 
use to play with your cat. The three participants 
mentioned above used the rope only as a means to 

visualise their cat’s personality. It was also not clearly 
stated in the instructions that it had the possibility 
to act as a toy as well. The two participants who did 
use the telltail rope to play with their cat really like 
it, though, and expressed that they experienced 
strongly all of the interaction qualities.strongly all 
of the interaction qualities.



124

Use

All participants, except the expert owner of Newton, 
would want to use and buy the product. One 
participant was so enthusiastic that he wanted to 
keep the prototype. Two participants mentioned 
that it would be especially helpful with ‘problematic’ 
cats: for example, cats that came from a rough past, 
had behavior problems or even obese cats, because 
with the activities the cat would move more.
The participants also suggested that it would be 
nice to use this product with multiple owners, doing 
the activities together.

The icons on the activity cards representing the 
thematic and preparation time categories were not 
really clear in meaning (which was only stated by text 
in the instructions); it would have been better if the 
icon was right next to the explanation. Participants 
also thought the reflection cards were too nice to 
write on, they would rather have had thinner paper. 
They also thought it was wasteful to not use all the 
trait markers, it might have been better to give the 
markers separately and to fill in the chosen trait on 
the reflection card.

“I desire tips on his personality and new situation. 
He used to be an outside cat, now he is always inside 
because of my living situation. I also want him to move 
more, because he is fat.”
    - owner of Poekie

“It is not only fun for me and my cat, but is also 
entertaining to do it together with my boyfriend.”

    - female owner of Kiwi

“You can see the development of your cat through time 
on the telltail rope, maybe you should also fill in a date 
on the reflection card.”
    - male owner of Kiwi

“It feels wasteful to write in on the reflection card. It is 
real thick, I would not throw it away.”

    - male owner of Kiwi

“It is especially useful for cats with a past. This way 
these cats could also learn new things slowly.”

    - owner of Loekie
       and Doedel
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7.4 Conclusion

Although the participants only had to do at least one 
activity during the evaluation, they wanted to keep 
doing more. They seemed to be very interested in the 
activities and eager to do them together with their 
cat. The participants were anxious to see their cat’s 
behavior and their evolving personality. Sometimes 
they were surprised by their cat’s behavior and 
wanted to know why their cat did certain things. They 
felt the experience of fascination almost throughout 
the whole experience and use of the product. The 
participants liked that could learn more about their 
cat in a playful way. This was managed through 
the playful and clear aesthetics and the supply of 
creative ideas for spending time with their cat. In this 
way they also felt more close to their cat. The feelings 
of interest and playfulness were the most apparent. 
The participants did experience more respect and 
closeness with their cat while reading the specific 
tips on how to make their cat’s life more comfortable. 
I think these feelings would become more distinct 
when participants actually apply the tips.

Thus, all interaction qualities were experienced 
throughout different stages of using the product. The 
experience of respect could be a bit stronger though, 
in my opinion. Now, it is more in the background.

All participants experienced some level of better 
understanding of their cat’s behavior and personality, 
as well as an increase in the four dimensions of 
attachment. All dimensions of attachment were 
experienced clearly during the use of the product. 
Through using this product, all participants felt an 
increase in the human-animal bond, as well a more 
conscious experience of mutual affection.
This was evident already during the use of the 
product in one evening; it’s likely that this bond of 
affection would increase even more during long-term 
use. It is certainly possible that after a while owners 
wouldn’t need the product itself any longer for their 
interactions with the cat: the product has then done 
its work as a catalyst; the owners have consumed the 
knowledge and the design goal of understanding is 
achieved.
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7.5 Recommendations

This section makes several recommendations for the 
product based on the results of the user evaluation 
and some suggestions the participants themselves 
gave.

The first three recommendations are more general 
suggestions regarding the product’s developmentt:

1. Co-design: I suggest that the product will 
eventually be co-designed with a cat behaviorist 
and/or veterinarian to ensure that all activities are 
beneficial to the cat and don’t cause unnecessary 
(extra) behavior problems. There could also be 
another version of the product that is actually 
focused on cats with behavior problems and helps 
owner and cat to get used to each other more easily.

2. Product portfolio: the product lends itself for the 
creation of an entire product portfolio. The booklet 
of tips on managing cats provides several tips to 
make the life of a cat more comfortable. Several 
other products can be designed to fulfill these 
needs of the cat (or owner) and the booklet could 
refer to these products.

3. Long-term use: the design goal for this product 
is actually partly a short term and partly a long term 
goal, with the understanding being short-term and 
experiencing mutual affection being long-term 
respectively. The product has been only tested on 
the short-term. Understanding of the cat’s behavior 
and personality was more or less accomplished. 
As the full visualisation of the cat’s personality is 
only visible after long-term use, this was not yet 
completely achieved. However, participants were 
confident they would develop these understanding, 

as well an awareness and/or experience of mutual 
affection. To see if it actually happens though, the 
product should be tested on the long-term. It is 
possible that the product becomes boring with 
long-term use before the visualisation of the cat’s 
personality is complete or the owner had a chance 
to experience mutual affection. So to what extent 
is mutual affection experienced during long-term 
use of the product? And do owners keep desiring 
to create understanding of their cat’s behavior and 
personality?

The main interaction of the product is the owner 
conducting one of the activities with her cat. This is 
possibly the strongest part of the product, where all 
attachment dimensions come together. It is possibly 
also a weaker link. One participant mentioned the 
temporal value of these activity cards and thusly 
also the rest of the product, as the other interactions 
are dependent on this one. After a while all activities 
are known and the cards are no longer necessary. 
Another participant stated that in the beginning 
she would want to try all the cards and so would 
spend more time with her cat. However, when every 
activity is done, she thinks she will revert to her old 
amount of spending time.
To increase the product’s value, to make it less 
temporary, several adjustments can be made:

4. Extra cards: expansion packs could be created 
with more activity cards and new knowledge, these 
expansion packs could also be focused on certain 
cat breeds or be aimed at indoor or outdoor cats (as 
they have different needs). Extra reflection cards 
and trait markers can also be bought this way.
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5. Cat toy: the telltail’s second function of being 
a cat toy was not clear. Making the telltail more 
obviously a cat toy (by adding feathers to it, for 
example) could increase the value of the product as 
a whole— especially if it is designed and marketed 
to be a cat toy that could be used to train your cat’s 
abilities.

6. Multiple cats: there could be a second version 
of the product, or an expansion pack as well, that 
makes the product suitable for households who 
have more than one cat.

There are also some usability improvements to be 
made in the activity and reflection cards:

7. Categories: the thematic and preparation time 
categories were not clear in meaning. During the 
observation of the participants I saw little value 
in the thematic categories (skill, sense and habits), 
so I think it is safe to remove those categories and 
possibly to use them only to note future expansion 
packs. The category of preparation time did provide 
significant value for choosing a certain activity. To 
clarify the meaning for participants, we could add 
the word ‘preparation’ in front of it or find a clearer 
icon.

8. Snapshots: all of the reactions of the cat during 
activities can be thought of as snapshots of his 
personality, and thus can be influenced by the 
emotions or moods of the cat (or even owner). By 
adding a date to the reflection cards and using the 
order of the traits on the telltail, owners can gain 
a visual representation of the development and 
personality of the cat. It should be clear to the user 
that the reactions are best seen as snapshots, and 
that the telltail could display her cat’s emotional 
development.

9. Trait markers: owners needed to press out the 
trait marker from the reflection card; this task did not 
seem to add value to the interaction of reflection. 
Most participants mentioned it was wasteful to not 
use all the trait markers. The trait markers can thus 
be given separately, and the chosen trait can be 
filled in on the reflection card. This means that it is 
not necessary for the reflection card to be made of 
such thick material. The label on the reflection card 
that states the chosen trait could be clearer, posed 
as a question like ‘Which feline trait fits the reaction 
of your cat the best?”. The text in the feline traits 
booklet could also state that the trait markers match 
the color of the described feline traits; this clarifies 
the meaning of the trait markers for owners.

Summary
 
To sum up, the main suggestions for the product are as 
follows:

1. co-design product with cat experts;
2. create product portfolio to complement the tips on 

managing cats;
3. test the long-term effectiveness and value;
4. create expansion packs consisting of specific activity 

card (and possibly extra reflection cards and trait 
markers);

5. design the telltail rope more as a cat toy, so that it is 
used not only as a visualisation of the cat’s personality;

6. make the product suitable for households with 
multiple cats;

7. clarify the meaning of the activity card categories;
8. state clearly that the reaction of the cat may be 

thought of as a snapshot of his personality (suggest 
that owners add date to reflection card);

9. clarify the meaning of the trait markers and provide 
markers separately from the reflection cards (add 
chosen trait to reflection card).

This adjustments should be made first to the product, 
before testing and developing the product further.
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AFTERWORD
The goal of this project was to create a product for new cat owners to affect their attitude towards 
companion-animal commitment, contributing to the prevention of owner-surrender of cats. I tried to 
accomplish that by designing a product that creates an understanding in owners of feline behavior and 
personality. With the vision that cats have their own personal needs, emotions and moods, but express 
those differently than human beings, this understanding should lead to common ground and establish a 
connection between human and animal. The owner should then also become aware of her cat’s affection. 
Through the experience of mutual affection, the owner will be more committed to the relationship, the 
bond between owner and cat will increase and she will be less inclined to terminate the relationship.

This project was focused on human-animal companionship. Both owner and cat are interactive parties in 
this relationship, reacting on each other. I found that play is a meaningful way to explore feline behavior 
and to facilitate bonding with each other at the same time. I am so pleased that adding a design that 
provides guidance in a playful way is a valuable addition to the development of meaningful human-cat 
relationships. Products like this may also be very valuable for shelters or cat behaviorists to provide extra 
support at the owner’s home.
I think that designers can take the position to design meaningful products that can increase understanding 
between humans and animals, establish connection and strengthen relationships.

Throughout the project I used the Design for Emotion and Research-through-design approaches. The 
human-animal relationship commences at the moment the owner develops the desire to adopt a cat and 
has certain expectations of the relationship. Decisions facing the owner — on what kind of cat, how to 
develop the relationship and to possibly terminate the relationship early — are all based on the emotional 
experience of the owner. Design for Emotion provided a means to create an understanding of this 
experience and of the owner’s concerns.
There are, however, two interactive parties in the relationship. In this project the focus was more on the 
emotional experience of the owner. However, the emotional experience of the cat could influence the 
interactions as well. For example, it is possible that the cat is in a tense mood and does not feel like 
interacting with his owner at all, but rather crawls away in a dark space. I suggest that for further research 
in designing products for feline behavior, tools should be developed to assess feline emotions and moods, 
probably together with cat behaviorists.
The approach of Research-through-design could also be of added value here. As cats are incapable 
of human speech, using design interventions to elicit certain feline behavior could assist in assessing 
feline emotions and moods. I already thought this approach was very helpful in stimulating certain feline 
behavior during my Research and Ideation phase and in observing the owner’s behavior and evoking 
certain human experiences as well. Certain tools to guide these interventions could be helpful to know 
where to start or to go.
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