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Abstract
Introduction. The traditional purpose of library cats has been to keep rodents away. Today most resident library
cats can be found in the United States where they even seem to serve other purposes. The aim of this study is to
analyze how library cats affect the library’s role as third place in its local community.
Theory.  Oldenburg’s third place theory was used as a theoretical framework in conjunction with two theories
from the field of Human–Animal Studies. Enders-Slegers applied Weiss’s theory on  ‘social provisions’ on a
human–animal relationship. Her adjusted theory was in this study applied on the patron–library cat relationship.
Finally,  concepts  on the so called  ‘communication link’ were used to  analyze  how a library cat  influences
communication and social interaction.
Method. A content analysis was conducted on two types of documents. 44 newsletters which were published by
the Library Cat Society were used as historical sources. The second group of documents were the Facebook-
pages of four current library cats and thus cover a more recent time period. 
Analysis and Results.  Cats in libraries create a playful and relaxing atmosphere. The majority of the library
patrons enjoy the cat’s presence and participate in its care through regular visits and donations. Conversation
between patrons and library employees increases and social integration is positively affected. The most common
reasons for complaints are allergies as well as fear and dislike of cats. 
Conclusion. Library cats strenghten five of Oldenburg’s eight third place criteria and thus positively affect the
library’s role as a meeting place. The cats even function as, what Oldenburg calls ‘regulars’, and the patrons were
found to develop an emotional bond as well as a bond of trust towards the resident cat.
Paper type. This is a two years Master’s thesis in Library and Information Science.

Abstrakt
Introduktion. Det traditionella syftet med bibliotekskatter har varit att hålla borta gnagare. De flesta biblioteks-
katter finns idag i USA där de även uppfyller andra syften. Uppsatsens mål är att analysera huruvida biblioteks-
katter påverkar bibliotekets roll som mötesplats i det lokala samhället.
Teori.  Oldenburgs ”third place” teori användes i analysen och kombinerades med två andra teorier från de så
kallade ”Human–Animal Studies”. Enders-Slegers anpassade version av Weiss teori kring ”social provisions”
användes för att undersöka förhållandet mellan biblioteketsbesökare och bibliotekskatten. Dessutom användes
teorierna kring det så kallade ”communication link” för att undersöka huruvida katten påverkar kommunikation
och social interaktion.
Metod. Det genomfördes en innehållsanalys av två olika typer av dokument. 44 nyhetsbrev som publicerades av
föreningen ”The Library Cat Society” användes som historiska källor. Andra gruppen av dokument utgjordes av
fyra aktuella bibliotekskatters Facebook-sidor som täcker en mer aktuell tidsperiod.
Analys och resultat.  Bibliotekskatter bidrar till en lättsam och lugn atmosfär. De flesta av besökarna njuter av
kattens närvaro  och engagerar  sig i  dess  skötsel  genom donationer  och regelbundna besök.  Kommunikation
mellan besökarna och personalen ökar och social integration påverkas positivt. De vanligaste anledningar för
klagomål är allergier, rädsla för och motvilja mot katter.
Slutsats.  Bibliotekskatter stärker fem av Oldenburgs åtta karakteristika av mötesplatser och därigenom också
bibliotekets roll som mötesplats. Katterna fungerar även som vad Oldenburg kallar för ”regulars” och resultaten
visar  att  biblioteksbesökarna inte endast  utvecklar  ett  emotionellt  band men även ett  band av förtroende till
katten.
Typ av uppsats. Det här är en tvåårig masteruppsats inom biblioteks- och informationsvetenskap.
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1. Introduction

For many people books and cats seem to go well together. Perhaps because both
reading and the presence of a cat have a quite calming effect and can easily be
combined (Becker, Campbell  Thornton, Becker 1999). It is  not surprising then
that one can find numerous photos featuring cats and books on the internet. There
are also numerous stories about bookstore cats and other types of ‘working cats’.
Quite famous are the so called  ‘Campus Cats’,  cats who live in the vicinity of
universities and choose to regularly interact with students and visit the university
facilities.  Another  example  are  the  so  called  ‘Library Cats’,  cats  who  live  at
libraries  worldwide  (Roma  2016).  While  bookshops  are  private  businesses,
libraries are public places and thus underlie a far more complicated set of guide-
lines and rules. That is why the existence of library cats is not completely uncon-
troversial.

However, there seem to exist far more library cats than one might initially
suspect. I came across the phenomenon through some stories about library cats
that I found on the internet. That was shortly before I commenced my studies in
the field of Library and Information Science. As I have a very positive attitude
towards cats, and animals in general, my interest in library cats prevailed and I
started to wonder what influence the cats might have on the libraries’ services, its
atmosphere and the library as a public place. I thus started to actively search for
more information on the internet  and I also read the books on the well-known
library cats Dewey Readmore Books and Baker & Taylor.1 In a second book about
Dewey, called  Dewey’s Nine Lives, the library director Vicki Myron explained
how she wanted to make the library more open and friendly and that she imme-
diately saw that the small kitten which she found in the book return box would fit
perfectly into  her  plan (Myron, Witter  2011:  28).  She describes especially the
social  impact  that  Dewey had and calls  him the  library’s  “social  director  and
official greeter” (Myron, Witter 2011: 29–30). Her stories, and even the stories
about Baker & Taylor, finally inspired me to write my thesis about library cats.

1 Dewey lived at the Spencer Public Library in Iowa between 1988 and 2006 and the two Scottish Folds
Baker & Taylor lived at the Douglas County Public Library in Minden, Nevada between 1983 and 1997.
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1.1 Purpose and Research Questions

I soon discovered that there are not many academic articles concerning library cats
and that they are mostly discussed as an object of public interest, especially among
cat-loving online communities. Such online articles and websites on library cats
primarily collect stories and facts concerning library cats, but rarely reflect on the
potential impact which the cats might have on the libraries’ services. 

With this Master’s thesis I would like to raise attention for the phenomenon
and introduce it into the academic sphere. There is substantial research on reading
assistance dogs which are used to  improve children’s  literacy,  but  cats,  which
probably have similar therapeutic effects, have largely been neglected. I would
also like to provide an academic ground on which the debate around library cats
can be based. 

The research on reading assistance dogs and therapy animals in general has
mainly focused on the animals’ effect on human health and well-being. Therefore,
I  want  to  address  the  topic  of  library cats  from  a  different  perspective.  The
Human–Animal Studies often speak about animals as ‘social lubricants’ or ‘con-
versational  catalysts’ which  facilitate  the  interaction  between  humans.  I  thus
decided to focus on the potential influences which library cats might have on the
social interaction at the library. By using Ray Oldenburg’s theory regarding the so
called  ‘third place’ I shall analyze the cats’ impact on the libraries’ role as third
places  in  their  communities.  Other  aspects  which  shall  be  studied  include  the
patrons’ attachment to the cat and cases of opposition. The study shall be based on
the following four research questions: 

1.) How do library cats influence the library’s role as third place in its   
          community?

2.) How does a library cat influence human interaction and communi-  
          cation at the library? 

3.) What kind of attachment do the patrons form towards the cat? 

4.) Which groups of individuals are opposed to the establishment of li-
      brary cats? What arguments do they use?  How do the library em-
          ployees handle opposition?

Question number one is the leading research question for this  thesis. Research
questions  two  and  three  are  subordinated  questions  which  are  important  in
answering question number one. Question number four stands alone and was for-
mulated in order to include the controversy of the phenomenon. 
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This study was written out of a library science perspective, but uses a socio-
logical theory in conjunction with two theories from the field of Human–Animal
Studies. It is thus a thesis of a rather transdisciplinary character. 

Apart from students and researchers in the field of Library and Information
Science (LIS) this thesis was mainly written for an American audience as most
library cats can currently be found in libraries across the United States. However,
readers should keep in mind that this thesis was written at a Swedish institution
and is thus influenced by the Swedish library field.

1.2 Definition of Terms

To preclude potential misunderstandings or obscurities it is important to define
and discuss the fundamental terminology. Therefore, I shall briefly introduce and
discuss the terms which are central for this study.

First of all, I used the term library cat as a name for cats who call any kind of
library their home. However, not all library cats are resident cats. Some cats that
can be found at libraries live in the neighborhood and not at the library itself. This
is  for example  the case for the so called Campus Cat  in  Augsburg,  Germany.
Some libraries might also keep their cat in the basement or in the staff area instead
of letting it roam freely in the library (Bartash-Dawley 2015: no pagination). Of
course those cats do not come in touch with the library patrons as much as resident
cats do and are therefore not of interest for this study. Here, the term library cat
only refers to resident library cats – those cats that live and are cared for at the
library and that  are  allowed to  roam the  building  freely and interact  with  the
patrons.

There are many terms which are used to describe people who use and regu-
larly frequent libraries. Pundsack (2015) discusses the following terms: patron,
customer, user, student and member. I first came across the term patron when I
began with my research for this thesis. It sounded unfamiliar at first, but it is the
traditional  library jargon which is  used to describe library users.  According to
Pundsack the term is defined as follows: i) a person who gives money and support
to an artist, organization, etc., ii) a person who buys the goods or uses the services
of a business, library, etc. It is a term that is both broad and precise. Pundsack
advocates this term because it is associated with the library as institution and thus
promotes the library’s identity. I decided to use this term in my study because it is
precise and widely used in academic literature as well as in this study’s source
material.

Another term that was used in the title of this study is third place which refers
to Oldenburg’s theory on informal public places. Oldenburg coined the term ‘third
place’ and separated it  from the  ‘first  place’,  which is  home,  and the  ‘second
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place’, which is work. He presented his theory in his book The Great Good Place
which was first published in 1989. Since then society has changed radically and
many researchers agree that the distinction between first, second and third place is
not as clear anymore (Leckie, Buschman 2007: 14). Some researchers think that
Oldenburg’s theory lacks one important aspect when it is applied to libraries: the
notion  of  information  and  purposeful  work  (Watson  2013:  122).  Therefore,
Eikeland (2007) proposes the term ‘fourth place’ which is a place for both busi-
ness  and  pleasure  (Evjen,  Audunson  2008:  165).  While  those  arguments  are
legitimate and while Oldenburg’s definition might not be the best way to describe
a twenty-first century meeting place, it still is a useful concept and Oldenburg’s
theory has  already been used  by other  researchers  in  the  field  of  Library and
Information Science. Human interaction and conversation are central aspects of
his theory which makes it a suitable theoretical framework for this study. I mainly
used  the  term  ‘third  place’  and  only  occasionally  the  more  informal  terms
‘meeting place’ or ‘public place’.

Finally, there is the term  communication link which also refers to a theory
which was applied in this study. It is a concept which describes the positive effects
of animals on human interaction and conversation. In the academic literature this
effect  is  referred  to  as  for  example  ‘social  lubricant’,  ‘rapport  building’ or
‘conversational catalyst’.  In this  study I mainly referred to this  effect as  ‘com-
munication link’, but other alternatives were also used as variation. The term com-
munication was used in the sense of verbal communication.  When I wanted to
refer to other means of human communication, like eye contact or gestures, I used
the somewhat broader term interaction.

1.3 Outline

In the next section I shall provide the reader with some background information
on library cats and the Library Cat Society (LCS). Chapter three presents some
relevant research on library cats and Animal-Assisted Interventions. Afterwards it
is time to introduce the three theoretical frameworks which I chose for this study.
Chapter five then presents the methodology and the source material. This shall be
followed by a detailed presentation and analysis of the results. In a final discussion
the results shall be discussed in relation to the theoretical frameworks as well as
earlier research. It also includes some thoughts on the future prospects of resident
library cats, library cats in Sweden and future research proposals. The thesis then
concludes with a final summary.
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2. Background 

As resident  cats  at  libraries  are not  such a usual  sight  for many,  I decided to
include  a  short  background  chapter.  First  of  all,  some  important  background
information on the phenomenon itself,  its history and current situation shall be
provided. The chapter then concludes with a section on the Library Cat Society
who played a  fundamental  role  in  the development  of the phenomenon in the
United States. The Library Cat Society was also important for this study as their
newsletters were part of the source material.

2.1 Library Cats

According to Bartash-Dawley (2015: no pagination) the relationship between cats
and libraries is a rather old one and goes back some hundred years. They have
been primarily employed as  pest  control  in  medieval  –  maybe even ancient  –
libraries. The cats protected the books from mice, rats and cockroaches (Bartash-
Dawley 2015: no pagination). For the same reason Empress Elizabeth of Russia
had cats brought to the Winter Palace during the 18 th century. Today the building
houses the Hermitage Museum and there is still an army of cats around to protect
the precious  artwork (Alderton 2013:  no pagination;  Bartash-Dawley 2015:  no
pagination). During the same time period in Great Britain, the government is said
to have paid libraries to acquire cats to protect the books against rodents (Bartash-
Dawley 2015: no pages). And during the 1930s the public library in Boston also
received some money from the government which was used to feed their library
cats (Bartash-Dawley 2015: no pagination).

According to  the  Library Cats  Map2 several  hundred  cats  have  resided  in
libraries worldwide. Today they are most common in American libraries and the
records of library cats in America go back at least 150 years (Crockett 2014). One
of the first library cats to be named in the newspaper was the cat at Allegheny
Carnegie Library in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in 1897. 

The Library Cats Map is not completely up-to-date, but according to the infor-
mation it provides there has not been a Swedish library cat. There are, however,
2 The map  was initially compiled by Phyllis Lahti and later continued by the filmmaker Gary Roma.  The
Library Cats map, along with Gary Roma’s complete website, is not available anymore. The last available
version is from 12 October 2016 and can be accessed through the Internet Archive. 
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some  cats  which  are  listed  for  European  libraries  (see  Roma  2016).  Due  to
frequent  changes,  one  cannot be  sure  if  the  cats  still  are  at  their  respective
libraries, but one example of a recent library cat in Europe would be Whispurr
Nap at the Bradford Area Public Library in the United Kingdom who can also be
found on Facebook.

Most of the known library cats live in small  town public libraries (Attoun
2004).  Some of the cats  were abandoned near the library and then adopted as
library cat while others were bought on purpose to catch mice. Owing to the popu-
larity of Dewey Readmore Books and Baker & Taylor many other libraries also
became inspired to acquire a library cat (Bartash-Dawley 2015:  no pagination).
Only a few academic libraries are home to a library cat – as for example USAO
Nash  Library  (Addison  Nash)  and  Texas  A&M  University  Medical  Sciences
Library (Miko).

Public interest in library cats has grown during the last few decades thanks to
the  internet  and  popular  literature.  In  2008 Vicki  Myron,  the  manager  of  the
Spencer Public Library in Iowa, published her first book about their library cat
under the title  Dewey: The Small-Town Library Cat Who Touched the World. In
this book she describes how she found the small kitten in the library’s book drop
and the impact he had as Spencer’s resident library cat. On several occasions she
describes  the  interactions  between  Dewey and  the  patrons  and  how  he  drew
crowds of fans to the library as he became more and more popular. In the book she
even tells her own story and how Dewey impacted her life. Dewey’s story has also
been adapted in three children’s books. In 2011 Vicki Myron published a second
book for adults called Dewey’s Nine Lives where she collected stories about other
cats that had a special impact on their owners. There even exists a whole website
which is dedicated to Dewey. 

There is  also a more recent  book about  the two Scottish  Folds Baker and
Taylor  who  lived  at  the  Douglas  County  Public  Library in  Minden,  Nevada.
Unlike Dewey those two were not abandoned at the library but bought on purpose
to hunt mice. They were sponsored by the publishing house Baker & Taylor and
also served as mascots for the company. The book about them was published in
May 2016 under the title The True Tails of Baker and Taylor: The Library Cats
Who Left Their Pawprints on a Small Town . . . and the World  and was written by
Jan Louch, the librarian at Douglas County Public Library and writer Lisa Rogak.
The  book is  very similar  to  Vicki  Myron’s  first  book about  Dewey and  also
includes the author’s personal story. It even includes some pages about several
other  library cats  which  are  currently living  at  American  libraries.  These  are:
Tober/Chance  (Thorntown  Public  Library,  Indiana),  Elsie  (St.  Helena  Public
Library, California), Stacks (New Castle Public Library, Pennsylvania) and Emma
(Lyme, Connecticut). 
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These modern library cats often become celebrities who have an own blog or
Facebook-page and  own merchandise  articles  (Bartash-Dawley 2015:  no  pagi-
nation). The following library cats can be found on Facebook: Stacks (New Castle
Public Library, Pennsylvania), Elsie (St. Helena Public Library, California), Trixie
(Independence  Public  Library,  Kansas),  Browser  B  Katz  (Pine  River  Public
Library,  Minnesota),  Browser  (White  Settlement  Public  Library,  Texas),  Nyx
(Chesterfield  County  Public  Library,  Virginia),  Socks  (Pinson  Public  Library,
Alabama), Addison Nash (USAO Nash Library, Oklahoma) and Whispurr Nap
(Bradford  Area  Public  Library,  UK).  Some  other  library  cats  with  blogs  or
extensive  features  on  the  library’s  website  include:  Stacks  (Lichtfield  Public
Library, Illinois), Tober/Chance (Thorntown Public Library, Indiana), and Pages
(Valley Center  Public  Library,  Kansas).  Through the  sale  of  merchandise  like
calendars, bookmarks or cups, these modern library cats often finance themselves
as they usually do not receive financial support from the Library Board or local
government. As there are modern alternatives for pest control, library cats seem to
have lost their primary purpose as rodent control. Now they instead serve as am-
bassadors  for  reading and as  mascots  for  their  local  libraries  (Bartash-Dawley
2015: no pagination).

2.2 The Library Cat Society
Library cats are also known as soothing restoratives for a stressed staff and are even praised
for bringing them together. (Lahti 1992: 4)

The above quotation was cited from a booklet which was published by the Library
Cat Society in 1992 under the name Cats, libraries and librarians: essay for and
about the Library Cat Society. The society was created to do just what it says in
the quote – bringing librarians who house library cats together. The idea arose
during an exchange of letters between Phyllis Lahti, a librarian in Minnesota, and
Jan Louch, the librarian taking care of Baker & Taylor (Lahti 1992: 1). The pri-
mary mission was to create a platform for the exchange of information between
librarians taking care of library cats across the country (Lahti 1992: 6). As the
establishment of a library cat often was met with different kinds of obstacles the
information  from other  librarians  in  similar  situations  was quite  valuable.  The
Library Cat Society was founded in 1987 by Phyllis Lahti (Bartash-Dawley 2015:
no pagination) and its mission was to i) encourage the establishment of library
cats, ii) to improve the well-being and image of the library cat and iii) to promote
camaraderie  among  library staffs  and members  from the  public  who advocate
library cats (Noriyuki 2002).

The society published a newsletter which was sent out four times a year to the
members.  It  was  first  called  The  Library  Cat  Club  of  America,  but  quickly
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changed its name to The Library Cat. The content was strongly influenced by the
society’s members and usually included articles on library cats, reviews of cat-
related books and a library cat cartoon (Lahti 1992: 2–3). Phyllis Lahti also began
to compile the Library Cats Map which was later continued by filmmaker Gary
Roma who also made a short documentary called Puss in Books – Adventures of
the Library Cat (1997) on library cats in the United States (Bartash-Dawley 2015:
no pagination).

The members of the Library Cat Society included staff from academic, public
as well as school libraries. Even people outside the library sector who wanted to
support the cause were admitted as members. According to Lahti (1992: 3) the
membership  was  overwhelmingly female.  During  my analysis  of  the  society’s
newsletters I also realized that they had several international members. Among the
subscribers of the newsletters were people from England, Australia, South Africa
and  China.  Moreover,  they  had  at  least  three  Swedish  members:  one  from
Uppsala, one from Malmö and one from Ystad (LCS 1/1998). There even seems
to have been an effort to start a similar association in Europe, called the European
Moggies Union (LCS 3/1992). As no further information could be found on this
initiative it seems to have been less successful than the American forerunner.

The Library Cat Society has been defunct since 2002, but their efforts during
their 15 years of existence is definitely one of the reasons for why the most library
cats today can be found in libraries in the United States. Their publications now
serve as valuable sources of information on library cats, whose history otherwise
is not well documented. 
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3. Literature Review

In this chapter I shall provide an overview over earlier relevant research. In the
first  section  I present  what  has  been written  on  library cats  so  far.  This  also
includes the presentation of the results  of an earlier Master’s thesis which was
written at a university in the United States. In the second section I shall provide an
overview  over  research  concerning  different  forms  of  Animal-Assisted  Inter-
ventions. This type of research is concerned with the study of how animals benefit
the overall  well-being of humans.  Animal-Assisted Interventions in educational
contexts shall also be discussed. As there are library services which are based on
this type of research I deemed it to be relevant even for my study. These library
services which involve animals shall also be presented in this section. The inten-
tion is not to give a complete overview over all available literature, but rather to
focus  on the most  relevant  research.  Like the rest  of my thesis,  this  literature
review is mainly based on international research. According to Beck-Friis there
has not been much Swedish research in the field of Human–Animal Studies (Garp
2015: 20). Only in the section on Animal-Assisted Learning Programs some recent
Swedish Master’s theses shall be presented. 

3.1 On Library Cats

It is surprising to see that almost no research has been done on resident cats at
libraries, considering that they have been around for several hundred years. As has
been mentioned above, cats have primarily been used as pest control to help pro-
tect the books from mice and other rodents as early as the Middle Ages. There
probably exist some official historic documents that include hints for the existence
of library cats, but those seem to be very hard to find. However, some information
can be found on the internet in the form of articles from online newspapers and
journals. This includes for example Marti Attoun’s article (2004) on library cats or
Allie B. Kagamaster’s History of Library Cats - Felines have been mascots and
workers at libraries throughout the ages which was published on petcha.com in
2009. A good starting point for studying the more or less recent history is the
much-referenced Library Cats Map which was compiled by Phyllis Lahti and Gary
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Roma.  Judging from Bartash-Dawley’s  study (2015:  no  pagination)  old  news-
papers can also be important sources of information.

There are of course many articles about more recent library cats as well. One
example talks about Stacks, the supposedly last resident library cat in Illinois, and
was featured in the Chicago Tribune (Schoenberg 2016). The Internet also pro-
vides information on problem cases and negative attitudes towards library cats.
Gillian Mohney’s article (2013) on abcnews.com discussed the threatened eviction
of a library cat because of allergy concerns. Another example would be Mitch
Mitchell’s (2016) article on star-telegram.com which discussed the near eviction
of Browser the library cat through the City Council. In the end the strong public
support that Browser and the library received saved him from being evicted.

Turning now from internet sources to academic journals, it can be stated that
there are only a handful of opinion pieces and no in-depth studies. One example is
Daniela  Pacini’s  article  “Breaking  down  barriers  –  Dogs  and  Cats  in  Public
Libraries” which was published in the Faculty of Information Quarterly in 2009.
Pacini discusses the mostly positive impact that animals, and especially therapy
animals, can have in a library setting and refers to findings in the field of Animal-
Assisted  Therapy.  She  also  states  that  this  topic  needs  to  receive  more
consideration so that library cats and therapy dogs in libraries are met with less
skepticism (Pacini 2009: 3). In the same year another opinion piece was published
in a Japanese journal. It was written by Donkai (2009) and highlights the potential
benefits which library cats might have on public relations. In this article the author
uses Dewey’s example as a starting point for her argumentation. Finally, there is
James R. Lund’s article “Best practices from a library cat” from 2011 where he
draws parallels between the story of Dewey and a library service model based on
personal interaction. He points out that the library staff can, with the help of a
library cat, create emotional bonds and a sense of loyalty between the patrons and
the library. This opinion article by Lund served as a source of inspiration and a
starting point for this thesis. 

Apart from the books about Dewey and Baker & Taylor in popular literature
there is another book which has been written about library cats. It was published
as an E-book in 2005 by Linda Bartash-Dawley who studied newspaper articles
about library cats and then presented her findings in her book. This book was
written out of a personal interest and is thought as a tribute to all the long forgot-
ten library cats of America. 

Last but not least, there are the writings by Phyllis Lahti and the Library Cat
Society which offer the most reliable insight in the lives of library cats and their
librarians. The booklet entitled Cats, Libraries and Librarians is a compilation of
essays written by the members of the society on their library cats. It also includes
an introduction by Phyllis Lahti which provides some more information about the
society. In one of the society’s newsletters (LCS 3/1993) there is a reference to a
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Master’s  thesis  which  was  written  at  Kent  State  University School  of  Library
Science (Ohio) in 1993 under the title A Study of Libraries with resident cats.3 The
author, Deborah S. McMillan, was a member of the Library Cat Society and the
motive for  her  study was to  “enhance the image of  library cats  and hopefully
present  solutions  to  problems  libraries  encounter  concerning the  resident  cat.”
(LCS 2/1992). 

Her study was a quantitative one where she sent out a questionnaire to 51
libraries  covering a  wide  range  of  topics:  attitudes  of  the  staff  and  patrons,
publicity, problems and possible solutions. According to her findings 82.1 percent
of the staff have a positive attitude towards the resident cat. According to the staff
the  cat  creates  the following benefits  for  library employees:  warm and homey
atmosphere,  loving company,  bolstered  morale,  stress  relief,  common point  of
interest and a happier and more congenial workplace. The staff also pointed out
that the resident cat did not lessen productivity in the workplace. Even though the
employees’ attitudes  towards the cat  were overwhelmingly positive there were
also about 40.5 percent among the staff who disliked cats and another 24.3 percent
who were allergic. The patrons’ attitudes were also mainly positive (97.5 percent)
(LCS 3/1993).

Patrons  stated  that  the  cat  made  the  library a  more  pleasant  place  in  the
following ways: create homey atmosphere, atmosphere of constancy and stability,
reduces  coldness  and  depersonalization,  librarians  seem  more  approachable,
people feel welcome and recognized, makes the library unique, promotes goodwill
and loyalty to the library, attracts patrons and keeps them returning, good publicity
for the library and attracts distant visitors. With regard to publicity McMillan’s
results  show that libraries with resident  cats  were featured in news articles,  in
national magazines, on TV and on the radio. 13 libraries stated that they utilize
their cat for library paraphernalia or fundraising articles (LCS 3/1993).

Thirty-six  of  the  participating  libraries  reported  that  they  had  received
complaints about their cat. 75 percent of the complaints concerned allergies, 39
percent concerned fear of cats and 8.3 percent concerned hatred of cats. 52 percent
of the complainers were patrons, 19.4 percent were library board members and
16.6 percent  library employees.  33.3 percent  of the complainers demanded the
eviction of the cat. McMillan also studied how the libraries reacted to these com-
plaints and if a consensus was reached. She even compared the cases in which the
cat was allowed to stay with those in which the cat had to leave with focus on the
cat’s  behavior.  Her findings  show that  52.8 percent  of  the  libraries  offered to
confine their cat when a complaining patron visited the library, 8.3 percent offered
to deliver books to the patron’s home, 5.6 percent offered to confine their cat at all
times and one library offered to use an allergy inhibitor on the cat (LCS 3/1993). 

3 I did not have access to any fulltext-version of her thesis and therefore had to rely on the summary of her
results which was featured in LCS 3/1993.
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Even though McMillan’s study covered similar questions,  my study is  still
relevant for several reasons. First of all, a long time has passed since she wrote her
thesis and I consequently cover a different period of time. Secondly, my study is
based on a different theoretical framework and therefore has a slightly different
focus. Finally, my study is of a qualitative nature which further distinguishes my
thesis from McMillan’s. It will be interesting to compare her results with my own
findings in the final discussion.

Apart from McMillan’s Master’s thesis  the lack of serious research on the
phenomenon of library cats is quite disappointing and can only be viewed as a
sign of ignorance. However, considering the relatively short history of the field of
Human–Animal Studies this fact becomes somewhat less surprising. In fact, the
only studies which so far have been conducted on Animal-Assisted Interventions
in library settings have mainly focused on the therapeutic or medical benefits of
animals in libraries. This type of studies shall be discussed more thoroughly in the
following section.

3.2 Animal-Assisted Interventions

The scientific field which is concerned with so called Animal-Assisted Therapy
(AAT) and animals’ influence on human healing has grown rapidly during the last
30 years and new organizations  and college programs have emerged (DeMello
2012: 205). However, the terminology is still rather unclear and confusing. LaJoie
(2003) reports for example 20 different definitions for Animal-Assisted Therapy
and 12 different terms which are used to describe it,  including  ‘pet-facilitated’
therapy, ‘animal-facilitated counseling’, ‘four-footed therapy’ etc. (Kruger, Serpell
2010: 34). It is nonetheless important to note that not all interactions that involve
animals count as therapy (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 34). The Delta Society, one of the
main organizations responsible for the certification of therapy animals, uses the
following definitions:

Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT): AAT is a goal-directed intervention in which an animal
that meets specific criteria is an integral part of the treatment process. AAT is directed and/or
delivered by a health/human service professional with specialized expertise, and within the
scope of practice of his/her profession. Key features include: specified goals and objectives
for each individual; and measured progress. (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 34)

Animal-Assisted Activity (AAA): AAA provides opportunities for motivational, educational,
recreational, and/or therapeutic benefits to enhance quality of life. AAAs are delivered in a
variety of environments by specially trained professionals, paraprofessionals, and/or volun-
teers, in association with animals that meet specific criteria. Key features include: absence of
specific treatment goals; volunteers and treatment providers are not required to take detailed
notes; visit content is spontaneous. (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 34)
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A third term, Animal-Assisted Interventions (AAI), is used by Kruger and Serpell
(2010: 36) as a broader term which includes both AAT and AAA programs. As it
is  not always easy to distinguish if  an animal-involving intervention counts  as
AAT or AAA I have also decided to use the more general term AAI in this study. 

Animals which are used in AAT are usually referred to as therapy animals and
should  not  be  confused  with  service  animals  (also  called  assistance  animals).
Therapy animals usually live with their handlers and are for example allowed into
hospitals and nursing homes, but they are not protected under the Americans with
Disabilities Act of 1990. Service animals on the other hand are granted special
rights which allow them to accompany their owner/handler into businesses and
public places where normal pets would not be allowed (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 36).
A service animal is trained to carry out tasks which an individual cannot perform
because of a certain disability or impairment, while a therapy animal is used in a
healing or care context and usually does not live at a patient’s home (DeMello
2012:  201, 204; Kruger,  Serpell  2010:  36).  Examples  for a service animal  are
guide dogs for the blind and seizure response dogs which provide help for their
owner after a seizure (DeMello 2012: 201–202). While service animals are mainly
represented by dogs or cats, as they often accompany their owners outside of their
home, therapy animals can even include horses, birds, guinea pigs and dolphins
(DeMello  2012:  204).  Therapy animals  are  mostly  used  in  hospitals,  nursing
homes, rehabilitation facilities, orphanages and hospices but sometimes even in
prisons, juvenile detention centers, schools and libraries where their therapeutic
effect is mainly emotional or psychological (DeMello 2012: 206). Some nursing
homes are even adopting own pets (for example cats, rabbits or dogs) to live at
their facilities so that the patients always have access to an animal (DeMello 2012:
207). 

Although animals  have been employed as  service animals  for  hundreds  of
years (DeMello 2012: 201) and since the middle of the 19th century increasingly
used in therapeutic contexts, the field is “still struggling to define itself and gain
credibility as  a  form of  complementary medicine”  (Kruger,  Serpell  2010:  43).
There has been a lack of theoretical frameworks for studies in the field whose
purpose is to explain how and why interactions between humans and animals are
so beneficial for human healing (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 37). Study samples have
also been rather small, unrepresentative and heterogeneous (Kruger, Serpell 2010:
44). However, there is an abundance of studies that indicate that animals in some
way positively affect human well-being. The therapeutic benefits which are de-
scribed in AAT literature center either on intrinsic  attributes  of animals  which
facilitate therapeutic interventions or on the benefits of developing a working rela-
tionship  with an animal  which  “can lead to  positive  changes in  cognition  and
behavior through the acquisition of novel skills,  and the acceptance of personal
agency and responsibility” (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 44).
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In the following two chapters I shall present some studies which have ana-
lyzed the stress-dampening effect of animals as well as their therapeutic use in
reading promotion programs for children. 

3.2.1 Animals as Stressbusters
There are two theoretical frameworks which researchers have used to explain the
calming effects of animals. One of them is Wilson’s (1984) “biophilia hypothesis”
according to which humans are naturally disposed to attend to and be attracted by
other  living  creatures  (Kruger,  Serpell  2010:  38).  There  is,  however,  no  con-
vincing data which proves that this is due to some kind of innate attraction and
Serpell (1986) explains that “it has been known since the 1950s that any stimulus
which is attractive or which concentrates the attention has a calming effect on the
body” (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 38). Animals might thus only be one of many poten-
tial  stimuli  which have a calming effect on humans.  Whether animals are per-
ceived as calming or potentially threatening also depends highly on an individ-
ual’s personal background (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 38).

The other theory which has been applied in this context is  Brickel’s (1985)
learning theory which  states  that  pleasant  activities  are  self-reinforcing.  When
animals are used in a therapy session they often are perceived as something pleas-
ant which makes the situation less stressful for the patient (Kruger, Serpell 2010:
38). A similar effect has been observed by Strand (2004) who suggests that pets
can help children in coping with intra-parental conflicts (Fine, Beck 2010: 10).

Most of the studies on psychological responses in humans to animal inter-
action have focused on heart rate and blood pressure. However, some researchers
have also included factors such as skin temperature, behavioral manifestations of
stress etc. Despite the amount of studies the results have been mainly conflicting
and the methodology is often very different which makes it hard to compare the
results (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 38). Consequently, the only thing that is certain at
this point is that animals have a calming effect on some people in some situations.
In order to produce reliable results researchers should focus more on comparing
similar situations with and without animal interaction (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 39).
It is also not sure if the calming effects are only short-lived or if they are of a more
permanent nature. More research is needed to answer this question (Serpell 2010:
27). 

According to DeMello (2012: 206) a major reason for the success of therapy
animals is their function as a surrogate for therapeutic touch. One of many studies
which  show how fundamental  the  notion  of  touch  is  for  human  relaxation  is
Odendaal and Meintjes (2003) who studied the effects of stroking and talking to
pet  animals.  They found  biological  responses  in  both  the  human  and  animal
subjects  who  indicated  lowered  stress  levels  (Fine,  Beck  2010:  11).  Touch,
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however, is often inappropriate for human therapists, which makes animals the
prime tool for therapeutic touch.

Studies  on  the  calming effect  of  animals  have  mainly focused on elderly,
children and people with disabilities or diverse illnesses. More recent studies have
focused on a new object of study: college and university students. According to
Reynolds and Rabschutz (2011: 361) college students face “the same issues as the
elderly such as living away from home, often leaving pets behind and adjusting to
an impersonal institution”.  In their  article “Studying for Exams Just Got More
Relaxing–Animal-Assisted  Activities  at  the  University of  Connecticut  Library”
Reynolds and Rabschutz (2011) describe an AAA program at the University of
Connecticut’s Homer Babbidge Library where therapy dog sessions were offered
during exam periods. This kind of AAA programs is a fairly new concept, but one
which has been very well received by the students (Reynolds, Rabschutz 2011:
361). 

Similar programs have been offered by other institutions as for example at
Yale  Law  (Checking  Out  Monty),  Harvard  Libraries  (Cooper,  the  Countway
Library Therapy Dog), UBC Faculty of Law (A Little Dog Therapy Goes a Long
Way), and the Gerstein Science Information Centre at the University of Toronto
(Paws for a Study Break) (Bell 2013: 2). The therapy dog sessions at the Gerstein
Science Information Centre are described by Bell in her article “Paws for a Study
Break:  Running an Animal  Assisted  Therapy Program at  the Gerstein  Science
Information Centre”. According to Bell (2013: 1) the staff at Gerstein was aware
of the rising stress levels among students and wanted to improve their students’
well-being.  Just  as  in  Connecticut  the  feedback  was  overwhelmingly positive
(Reynolds,  Rabschutz  2011:  360;  Bell  2013:  8)  and  the  program  is  to  be
continued.  Initially  the  library  staff  was  concerned  about  the  extra  cleaning
(remove  hair  etc.),  possible  student  complaints  (allergies,  afraid  of  dogs),
increased noise and too  many participants  (Bell  2013:  3).  However,  when the
event is carefully planned, all those factors can be taken into account. Both Bell
and  Reynolds  and  Rabschutz  provide  detailed  accounts  on  how  this  type  of
program can be successfully realized. Aside from the positive effect on students’
stress-levels  animal  therapy sessions  on  campus  potentially also  have  positive
effects on the students’ social network (Bell 2013: 8). The role which animals play
as social mediators shall be discussed more thoroughly in the chapter concerning
the communication link.

3.2.2 Animal-Assisted Learning Programs
A lot of research has been done on Animal-Assisted Interventions in educational
contexts with children. According to Friesen (2010: 266) the use of therapy ani-
mals in educational settings “does not exclusively include treatment of maladjust-
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ment as the term therapy dog implies.” In order to differentiate between the use of
animals for therapy and as supporters in education she proposes the term Animal-
Assisted Learning for this kind of interventions. 

For many children Carl Rogers’s ideas concerning animals’  ‘non-evaluative
empathy’ and ‘unconditional positive regard’ seem to be a major factor in Animal-
Assisted Learning programs. Unlike parents and other human teachers animals do
not  judge  or  verbally  criticize.  They  just  listen  and  emotionally  support  the
learner. These notions are cited and remarked on numerously in AAL literature
and have required the status of clichés (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 41). Besides this
notion,  there are,  however,  more  theories on how animals  positively influence
human learning which include the previously named notions such as the calming
effect of animals, therapeutic touch and positive reinforcement etc. 

The most common educational contexts in which animals (mainly dogs) are
used are reading programs. The dogs which are used in these programs are spe-
cially trained and certified as ‘reading assistance dogs’. The first animal-assisted
reading  program  was  founded  in  1999  under  the  name  “Reading  Education
Assistant Dog (R.E.A.D.)” and is probably the most well-known program. Other
programs are “Beach Animals Reading with Kids (B.A.R.K)”, “Reading to Rover”
and the “Sit, Stay, and Read program” (Le Roux, Swartz, Swart 2014: 657). These
programs have shown that dogs can help children to increase their  vocabulary
skills,  improve  their  reading  and  even  strengthen  their  memorization  skills
(DeMello 2012: 206). In their study Gee, Crist and Carr (2010) examined chil-
dren’s memory performance and adherence to instructions. They tested the chil-
dren’s object and picture recognition. The children were divided into three groups
so that the results could be compared. In one group a therapy dog was present, in
the second it was a stuffed dog and in the third group only a human supervisor
was present. They found that the children in the group with the real dog performed
better on the tasks and concluded that the dog must have a motivating influence
for the children as they probably thought  that  the dog needed their  help (Gee,
Crist,  Carr 2010: 179). Another explanation could be that the dog served as a
stimulus which focused the children’s attention and prevented them from focusing
on any other stimulus in the room. The dog can also be said to have served as a
model of appropriate behavior which the children imitated when it was their turn
(Gee, Crist, Carr 2010: 179). Further research also found that students developed a
more positive attitude towards reading/schoolwork and they became calmer and
more confident in their reading (Le Roux, Swartz, Swart 2014: 657). 

During the last few years reading assistance dogs have also been introduced to
Sweden, Norway, Finland and Denmark. Two Master’s theses have been written
about these projects at the University of Uppsala, Institution for ALM4. One of the
children  in  Garp’s  (2015:  76)  study explains  that  an  important  difference  for

4 Institution for Archival science, Library & Information science, and Museum & heritage studies.
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her/him is the possibility to touch and clap the dog while reading which makes it
different from reading to a human. For the children the dog is the most important
component  during the reading sessions.  They communicate verbally (language,
pitch) with it as well as through facial expression, body language, movements and
touch. The dog is not perceived as a usual dog but as an active listener (Garp
2015: 89). The children also think that the reading dogs they meet during reading
sessions are different from their dogs at home as they are specially trained and
seem to understand what is read out to them (Garp 2015: 78). This is different
from  what  the  children  said  in  Öhlund’s  thesis  (2013)  where  several  of  the
children stated that they also read to their dogs (in one case a cat) at home. This
leads Öhlund (2013: 81) to the conclusion that it does not matter for the children
which dog they read to. As the children even read to their pets at home another
advantage of this kind of animal-assisted learning can be observed: the pets are
usually available as listeners when the parents are not (Dirfeldt, Persson 2008:
32). Dirfeldt and Persson wrote their thesis at the University of Skövde, Institution
for communication and information, and studied children reading to their pets at
home. In their study some of the children even pointed out some disadvantages as
for example the fact that the dogs do not sit still and that they cannot correct the
children’s  pronunciation  (Dirfeldt,  Persson  2008:  32).  Öhlund (2013:  87)  also
found in her study that the children not only developed their literacy skills through
reading, but even through writing letters to the dogs, painting them and writing
about the dogs.5 Öhlund moreover observed that the children read to the dog in a
special way (slowly and calm) as they wanted to ensure that the dog understands
what is read to them (Öhlund 2013: 67). This is similar to the children’s reaction
in Gee, Crist and Carr’s (2010: 179) experiment where the children seemed to pay
more attention as they believed that the dog needed their help.

Until  now  both  the  reading  programs  and  the  research  on  them  seem to
involve only dogs. At least Dirfeldt and Persson (2008: 32) mentioned that one of
the participating children read to a cat at home and that the experience of reading
to the cat was just as positive. There is, however, one project involving cats that
went  viral  in  2014.  Kristi  Rodriguez,  at  the  Animal  Rescue  League of  Berks
County, Philadelphia, started the “Book Buddies program” in 2013. It all started
when she brought  her own son,  who had difficulties  reading at  school,  to  the
shelter to read to the cats. He loved it so much that Kristi was sure that other
children would do as well (ARL of Berks County n.d.). The program is actually
favorable for all participants. The children can improve their reading skills and
their  motivation to read is  increased.  At the same time the cats  are socialized
5 Lisa Rogak and Jan Louch write about a similar activity in their book about the library cats Baker & Taylor.
A school  teacher had her class write letters to Baker & Taylor  which were answered by Jan Louch (the
responsible librarian) who wrote those letters out of the perspective of the cats (2016: 142–147). The teacher
called this writing project “The Baker & Taylor Fan Club” and continued the project with a new class every
year for about nine years. This means that approximately 200 children improved their literacy skills inspired
by Baker & Taylor (2016: 260). 
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through the increased contact with human beings. That also means that the cats
have a higher chance of adoption which was probably even further improved by
the popularity of the project. 

After this thorough review of research on the therapeutic benefits of human–
animal interactions it  is time to discuss the theoretical frameworks which have
inspired the chosen research questions and which are used in this study.
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4. Theoretical Frameworks

This chapter presents the theoretical frameworks on which this study is based. The
following three theoretical concepts did not only inspire the research questions,
they were also used as analytical tools on the empirical data. The concepts which
shall be applied are Oldenburg’s theory on third places and two theories from the
field of Human–Animal Studies: the human–animal bond and the communication
link. The last two concepts were chosen as theoretical tools to help understand the
relationship between the patrons and the library cat as well as its  influence on
human interaction. Oldenburg’s third place theory on the other hand represents a
loose connection to the field of Library and Information Science where his con-
cept was applied by some researchers to study the library’s role as third place in its
community.

4.1 The Third Place According to Oldenburg

A  term  that  is  frequently  used  in  the  debate  about  libraries  as  place  –  and
especially as meeting places – is ‘third place’ which was coined by Ray Oldenburg
in 1989 as an alternative to the term ‘hangout’ which he meant had a rather nega-
tive connotation (Oldenburg 1999: 15). Under this term he describes the character-
istics of informal public life – those hours that one does not spend at home or at
work, where home is  the  ‘first  place’ and work the  ‘second place’ (Oldenburg
1999: 16). Third places to him are “homes away from home” (Oldenburg 1999:
ix) where an individual can go for entertainment, relaxation and conversation. All
throughout his book The Great Good Place Oldenburg emphasizes the importance
of third places for the society as a whole. They are fundamental for neighborhood
relations and uphold the democratic society. From an individual’s perspective they
offer stress relief and lessen the sense of loneliness and alienation and serve as
places that people go to in order to escape the burdens of everyday life (Oldenburg
1999: 20–21). Third places are “where community is most alive and people are
most  themselves”  (Oldenburg  1999:  20). Oldenburg  formulated  the  following
eight characteristics for third places: 
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1.) On Neutral Ground
They function as neutral ground for neighbors to associate where no one
plays  host.  Usually public  places  instead  of  private  places  (Oldenburg
1999: 22–23).

2.) The Third Place Is a Leveler
A third place is an inclusive place where people meet outside of societal
classes  and  ranks.  Such  places  played  a  fundamental  role  during  the
process of democratization (Oldenburg 1999: 24).

3.) Conversation Is the Main Activity
What  keeps the third place alive and upbeat  is  the conversation that  is
exchanged  between  the  patrons.  Conversation  in  this  setting  is  not
regulated by societal  status and is usually more spirited than elsewhere.
Often games are played that set a light mood and encourage conversation
(Oldenburg 1999: 26–31).

4.) Accessibility and Accommodation
Third Places need to be easily accessible and have generous opening hours.
If the third place is too far away, it is inconvenient to get to and one will
not be as familiar with the other patrons (Oldenburg 1999: 32–33). 

5.) The Regulars
“The third place is just so much space unless the right people are there to
make it come alive” (Oldenburg 1999: 33). The atmosphere of the place is
mainly set by the patrons and especially by the regulars whose entry is
expected. Regulars make the place more familiar. However, every regular
once  started  as  a  newcomer  and  the  acceptance  and  inclusion  of
newcomers is a substantial aspect of the third place (Oldenburg 1999: 33–
34).

6.) A Low Profile
Third places are often plain and unimpressive  and do not  attract  many
strangers. It is also mostly old rather than newer buildings which function
as third places. Newer buildings are more prone to be used for the purpose
for which they were built and also tend to attract more people. The unpre-
tentious décor of the third place encourages leveling, as it invites people to
come as they are without intimidating them or forcing them to be some-
thing they are not (Oldenburg 1999: 36–37).
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7.) The Mood Is Playful
People are attracted to third places because of their cheerful atmosphere 
where joy and acceptance are central. That is why patrons will be reluctant
to leave and urged to come back (Oldenburg 1999: 38).

8.) A Home Away from Home
Here Oldenburg uses David Seamon’s  (1979) five criteria  for home.  A
home is an integral part in an individual’s life. It is visited regularly and
offers a sense of possession/control  which increases with familiarity.  It
offers regeneration, restoration and relaxation. It is a place where one can
be at ease. Most importantly, it is a place that offers warmth which results
out of friendliness, support and mutual concern (Oldenburg 1999: 38–41).

The third place which Oldenburg describes is more of a traditional meeting place
which seems to be less  common today.  Nowadays people often meet  in  com-
mercial meeting places such as restaurants and café chains which do not function
as levelers anymore. The line between public and private space has also become
rather blurred and they are often used as meeting places among friends (Leckie,
Buschman 2007: 14). In addition to this many people nowadays frequent virtual
meeting places (Jeffres et al. 2009: 343–344). It is exactly this  ‘decline’ in third
places  which  worried  Oldenburg  (1999:  xxvii,  xxix).  Putnam,  Feldstein  and
Cohen (2009: 50) point out television, the replacement of local shops by chain
stores and single-use zoning in city designs (which puts housing, workplaces and
retail establishments in different areas) as main reasons for the decline of third
places in the United States. However, it is not clear if there really was a decline in
third  places  or  if  they just  changed  in  character.  Oldenburg’s  third  place  for
example was mainly a gender separated place, mostly places where men could
meet while their wives stayed at home. With regard to the changes in society, and
especially gender roles, this characteristic seems to be rather old-fashioned. Critics
also reckon that Oldenburg’s theory is in parts based on intuition rather than facts
(Weman 2010: 7). 

Many of  today’s  meeting  places  probably do not  meet  all  of  Oldenburg’s
criteria, but the need for public meeting places is still the same. As a theoretical
framework Oldenburg’s eight characteristics  are still  valuable as they focus on
sociality and human interaction which can be observed in third places. The aim of
this study is to analyze how library cats influence human interaction and conver-
sation and therefore Oldenburg’s theory has been chosen as a theoretical frame-
work. In other studies in the field of sociology which aim at analyzing the broader
dynamics  of  third places in  today’s society it  would probably be profitable  to
adjust and redefine Oldenburg’s theory.
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4.1.1 The Library as Third Place

Today’s great libraries are transforming from quiet buildings with a loud room or two to loud
buildings with a quiet room. They are shifting from the domain of the libraries to the domain
of the communities. (Lankes 2012: 32) 

During the last  few decades, there has been a surge of interest  in Library and
Information  Science  literature  regarding  the  concept  of  the  library  as  place
(Elmborg 2011: 338). The literature discusses recent trends in library design and
the  library’s  role  as  a  meeting  place,  which  is  often  viewed  as  standing  in
opposition to the library’s role as an information and knowledge center. One of
those recent trends in academic libraries has been the shift from service-centered
to student-centered strategies, which means that libraries offer game nights, install
snack bars or incorporate therapy dog sessions in order to improve the students’
well-being (Reynolds, Rabschutz 2011: 360). 

Oldenburg does not include libraries in his list of usual third places such as
cafés, bookstores, hair  salons and bars. However, in the study by Jeffres et al.
(2009: 338), some participants named libraries as one of their third places. Jeffres
et al. analyzed which types of location are viewed as third places by the general
public and what characteristics such places share. Moreover, the study explores if
third places differed with regard to the type of community in which the partici-
pants lived. They identified four different types of third places: “Eating, Drinking
& Talking”,  “Organized Activity” (such as churches, community centers, etc.),
“Outside Venues” and “Commercial Venues” (Jeffres et al. 2009: 340). Libraries
were the least important for participants living in the city, while 11.6 percent of
the participants living in a fair-sized non-metro city perceived the library as a third
place. In a nearby suburb (in metro area) it was 9.2 percent, in a distant suburb
(metro area) 6.3 percent and in small towns (outside metro area) it was 6.7 percent
of the participants who mentioned libraries (Jeffres et al. 2009: 340). Jeffres et al.
did not explain these differences, but potential factors could be the level of edu-
cation in a community, accessibility and the number of competing third places.

Oldenburg’s  theory  has  been  repeatedly  cited  in  Library  and  Information
Science literature but has rarely been applied in depth (Fisher et al. 2007: 152).
Two examples, however, are Leckie and Hopkins (2002; see Fisher et al. 2007:
137) who highlighted Oldenburg’s eight criteria in their analysis of the Toronto
and Vancouver Public Libraries, and Fisher et al. (2007) who studied the Seattle
Public Library’s role as a meeting place for the local community. The latter used
Oldenburg’s  framework  in  order  to  analyze  the  social  aspects  of  place  in
conjunction with Cresswell’s (2004) five-part definition of place. They found that
the Seattle Public Library only matched three out of Oldenburg’s eight character-
istics fully (Neutral Ground, Third Place as Leveler, A Home Away from Home).
Conversation was not the main activity, regulars did not make a special effort to
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include  newcomers,  patrons  would  not  always  meet  acquaintances,  the  library
building certainly did not keep a low profile, and the mood was characterized by
productivity and reflection rather than being playful and upbeat (Fisher et al. 2007:
152).

When one reads Oldenburg’s characteristics, the library might not be the first
place that comes to mind, especially with regard to conversation being the main
activity. This clearly collides with the library’s usual norm of silence. Elmborg
(2011: 345–347) points out that libraries are “overlaid  with both organizational
schemes and behavioral rules” to which Lefebvre refers as a dominated place. If
libraries really intend to become third places, such rules and regulations must be
moderated in  order for libraries  to be able to  open up for a greater variety of
activities. Public libraries usually offer a variety of programs for all ages and are
known for their involvement in their local communities. They generally enjoy a
high level of trust  among the public.  Considering this,  public libraries actually
have a great potential for functioning as local meeting places (Weman 2010: 5).
Libraries  have  also  been  historically  inclusive  places  which  have  played  a
fundamental role in the process of democratization, both as a place for education
and as a leveler where different classes in society could meet (Lerner 2009: 125;
Torstensson  1996:  112).  Even  today,  libraries  are  one  of  the  most  inclusive
institutions in society. The Swedish library law states in § 2 that “Library services
shall be accessible for everyone” (SFS 2013: 801) and lists people with disabili-
ties,  immigrants  and  national  minorities  as  prioritized  groups  (§  4,  §  5).  An
official report by the National Library of Sweden from 2016 states: “Libraries are
one of the few places in society where people from different backgrounds and of
different  ages  can  meet  spontaneously  and  without  knowing  each  other.”
(Fichtelius, Hansson, Linder 2016: 18).

Putnam, Feldstein and Cohen see libraries, and especially small neighborhood
branch  libraries,  as  pivotal  actors  when it  comes  to  building  and  maintaining
healthy communities. They acknowledge that “the library is not as purely a social
place as the coffee shop or tavern – it may be more purposeful than the ideal third
place.”  However,  “like other  third  places,  these neighborhood branches  mirror
their  communities,  showing  residents  who  they  are  collectively.”  (Putnam,
Feldstein, Cohen 2009: 51).

4.1.2 Library Cats and the Library as Third Place
The previous chapters have shown that both animals and third places are ascribed
to benefit human well-being. Third Places are said to enhance communication as
well as serving as a remedy for stress. The same effects have been observed for
animals. This could lead to the hypothesis that animals and third places are a good
match. On the one hand animals could function as conversation catalysts in places
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where people meet, but on the other hand they could have a negative impact on the
third place’s inclusive character as people with allergies or those afraid of animals
probably would want to avoid the place.

The leading research question  was formulated to  answer this  question and
analyze how the presence of a cat at a library affects the library’s role as third
place in its community. Oldenburg’s eight characteristics shall serve as a central
tool in this analysis. It will be especially interesting to see how library cats affect
the overall atmosphere of the library, as well as the conversation and interaction
between the people who meet there.

4.2 Human–Animal Studies 

The  academic  field  of  Human–Animal  Studies  (HAS)  is  a  rather  young field
which only emerged during the last 20 years. It is also known as ‘Anthrozoology’
or ‘Animal Studies’ (DeMello 2012: 4–7). DeMello describes this academic disci-
pline as “an interdisciplinary field that explores the spaces that animals occupy in
human social and cultural worlds and the interactions humans have with them.”
(DeMello 2012: 4). It was this new field together with the closely related field of
‘Critical  Animal  Studies’6 that  introduced  ‘the  animal’ as  a  relevant  object  of
study into the humanities, the social sciences and natural sciences (DeMello 2012:
7). HAS is thus “directly related to the philosophical debate regarding animals as
worthy of ethical inquiry” (DeMello 2012: 7). Considering the previous absence
of animals as objects of study, it is somewhat less surprising that researchers have
not paid any attention to phenomena such as library cats. Human–Animal Studies
finally provided the  necessary conceptual  framework for  the  study of  human–
animal relationships and interactions.

Animal-Assisted  Therapy is  only  one  of  the  branches  of  Human–Animal
Studies  which  includes  a  variety of  different  areas  of  research.  According  to
DeMello (2012: 9) the most common areas are:

• animals in popular culture

• the Human–Animal Bond

• the symbolic use of animals in religion and language

• use of animals in agriculture and biomedical research

• people working with animals

6 This field centers around ethical reflections concerning the relationship between humans and other animals
and it combines academic research with political engagement and activism. (ICAS n.d.: no pagination) 
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Relevant  for this  study on library cats  is  the research that has been conducted
around the  so  called  human–animal  bond which  can  be  used  as  a  theoretical
framework when analyzing the interaction and relationship between humans and
library cats. The focus of this study lies mainly on the library patrons and their
attitudes towards and their relationship with the resident cat as well as with the
library staff. The employees’ relationship and interaction with the library cat is
only of secondary interest for this study. 

According to the worldview which has been adopted in the Human–Animal
Studies humans are seen as animals and common animals are therefore usually
referred to as ‘nonhuman animals’ (DeMello 2012: 4). This term shall, however,
not be used in this study, making it less confusing for readers who are less accus-
tomed to the field of Human–Animal Studies. 

4.2.1 The Human–Animal Bond
In western cultures  domestic  animals  are often seen as companions as well  as
working animals  (Enders-Slegers  2000:  237).  The term  ‘companion animal’ is
often used as a synonym for ‘pet’. There is, however, a slight difference that sepa-
rates those two terms. The difference is mainly ideological where the emphasis of
the  word  ‘pet’ lies  on  the  concept  of  ownership  while  the  word  ‘companion
animal’  emphasizes  the  more  complicated  emotional  relationship  between  a
human and an animal (Garp 2015: 40). It could thus be said that a pet is under-
stood to be a property and there does not necessarily have to exist a loving bond
between the owner and the pet. In order to describe a more equal and emotional
relationship between humans and domestic animals the term ‘companion animal’
can  be  used.7 The  term  ‘companion  animal’ can  also  include  animals  which
usually would not be referred to as pets, as for example a falconer’s birds (Garp
2015: 40). Even though they might not be considered pets, there can still exist a
strong  emotional  bond  between  the  falconer  and  the  animals.  In  fact  all  the
different categories of animals are man-made: 

As with so many other animal categories – meat, livestock, working animal, and laboratory
animal – there is nothing distinctive about the animals that we consider to be pets other than
the fact that they have been chosen by humans and turned into pets. (DeMello 2012: 147) 

Pets are specially bred, they usually live in our homes and most importantly they
have  names  which  allows  for  interaction  and  emotional  attachment  (DeMello
2012: 149). Another aspect of the human–pet relationship are the owners’ anthro-
pomorphic  attitudes  towards  their  pets,  which  means  that  they project  human
thoughts, feelings and behavior onto the animal (Fine, Beck 2010: 9).

7 This ideological separation of the two terms has not  been truly accepted yet and the term  ‘pet’ is still
commonly used. However, a debate has been going on about the usage of these two terms (see Haycock
2011).
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It is this emotional bond between humans and companion animals that science
refers to as human–animal bond. Many studies focus on human grief after the loss
of a companion animal or the physical and emotional benefits which derive from
the human–animal bond. Other areas of HAS also study the impact which animals
have on the human socialization process (especially in child development) and the
mechanisms of interspecies communication (DeMello 2012: 23–24). In all these
areas researchers seek to understand the complexity of the human–animal bond.
So far research has mainly focused on benefits for the individual and only a few
studies have been concerned with the benefits for a broader community (Wood et
al. 2007: 43). One such example is the same article by Wood et al. in which the
authors  study  potential  associations  between  pet  ownership  and  the  sense  of
community,  as  well  as  the  development  of  social  capital,  in  a  neighborhood
setting. Their results show that social  interaction can be facilitated through the
presence of a companion animal and that there are even so called ‘rippling effects’
that extend to non-pet owners in the neighborhood such as the improved sense of
safety or favor exchanges (Wood et al. 2007: 48–52). 

Many different kinds of benefits have been described in the HAS literature.
For example Netting, Wilson and New (1987: 61) write that animals can minimize
loneliness and that the tactile stimulation can have a calming effect for humans.
They  also  provide  some  emotional  support  and  are  perceived  to  be  non-
judgmental. Wood et al. (2007: 43) talk about four main notions that companion
animals can have a positive impact on:  affection,  enjoyment,  companionship and
distraction. Some of those effects can be explained by the mere presence of the
animal and the daily exercise which is often involved when living with companion
animals (especially dogs). But not all of the therapeutic effects which companion
animals  have  on  human  beings  can  be  explained  that  easily.  Therefore,  some
research has  been done in  which human–animal  relationships  are  compared to
human–human relationships (Enders-Slegers 2000: 241). Enders-Slegers chose a
theoretical concept for her study which is usually used to study human–human
relationships  and applies  it  instead  to  human–animal  relationships.  Her  results
show that the most important social benefits in a human–animal relationship are
attachment,  opportunity  for  nurturance  and reassurance  of  worth.  In addition
social integration could be found on rank four followed by guidance and reliable
alliance. These six social provisions were based on the human–relationship model
of Weiss (1974). In order to adapt Weiss’s model to a human–animal relationship
Enders-Slegers formulated own definitions for each of the six concepts (Enders-
Slegers 2000: 247–248).  Five of her definitions (Enders-Slegers 2000: 245–246)
are relevant for the current study on library cats as they can be used to analyze the
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relationship between the patrons and the libraries resident cat.8 Some of them can
even be matched with Oldenburg’s third place characteristics: 

• Attachment
Where  the  respondent  reported  being  attached  to  the  pet,  having  an
emotional bond with the animal, loving the animal, finding it agreeable to
have a companion animal to caress or have on the lap, or that the animal
made the respondent feel comfortable  and  ‘at home’. (Oldenburg (8) A
Home Away from Home)

• Social integration
If the respondent indicated being part of a group of cat or dog owners (for
example when walking the dogs together), feeling part of society due to
the pet, or that outside contacts were easier to make because of the pet.
(Oldenburg (3) Conversation is the Main Activity, (5) The Regulars)

• Reassurance of worth
If the respondent mentioned that life was worth living due to the compan-
ion animal, that the animal made activities meaningful or that being a pet
owner made the respondent feel competent and responsible.  (Oldenburg
(7) The Mood is Playful)

• Reliable alliance
If  the  respondent  stated  that  he  or  she  always,  and under  any circum-
stances, could count on the companion animal. There was a bond of trust;
the animal was reliable and predictable. (Oldenburg (5) The Regulars)

• Opportunity for nurturance
Where the respondent stated feeling happy about being responsible for the
care of the pet. 

Enders-Slegers  studied  the  relationship  between the  elderly and their  cats  and
dogs. If applied to library cats, not all of her definitions can be applied as they are
as the relationship between library cats and the patrons is not exactly the same as
the one between owners and their pets. Therefore, the last three categories shall be
defined as follows in this study: 

8 The aspect of guidance did not seem to be applicable in the analysis of the relationship between the public
and the library cat and was therefore excluded.

31



• Reassurance of worth
If the cat makes visits  to the library more meaningful and cheerful, the
patron makes extra visits  to the library in order to check in on the cat.
(Oldenburg (7) The Mood if Playful)

• Reliable alliance
The patrons can count on the library cat for company when at the library;
the library cat might have certain routines with certain patrons inducing a
sense of reliance. (Oldenburg (5) The Regulars)

• Opportunity for nurturance
The patrons feel an urge of caregiving towards the cat which is expressed
through regular visits and/or the donation of money, food or toys. 

The matching of Enders-Slegers’s and Oldenburg’s concepts lead to the hypoth-
esis that if the library cat offers the patrons some kind of reassurance and relia-
bility, and if the patrons develop some kind of attachment to the library cat, if they
feel socially more involved due to the cat, then the library’s role as third place
would  be  strengthened  in  the  following  points:  (3)  Conversation  is  the  Main
Activity, (5) The Regulars, (7) The Mood is Playful and (8) A Home away from
Home. Both Oldenburg’s and Enders-Slegers’s models shall be used as theoretical
frameworks in the analysis of the empirical data.

4.2.2 The Communication Link
The first ones who recognized the positive effects of companion animals as con-
versation catalysts were psychiatrists and psychotherapists during the 1960s and
1970s. Best known is probably the story about the psychologist B.M. Levinson
who, one day, brought his dog Jingles to work. The child he was treating had
remained quiet in earlier sessions, but started to talk in the presence of the dog
(Netting, New and Wilson 1987: 60). The same conversation-enhancing effect has
been  observed  among  institutionalized  elderly,  dog  owners  walking  in  public
parks,  adults  with  service  dogs  and  wheelchair-bound,  handicapped  children
(Serpell 2000: 109).

Research even explains how animals enhance human communication. Wood
et al. (2007: 45) listed three ways in which companion animals contribute to in-
creased human interaction: i) facilitation of human social approach, ii) increased
likelihood of social  contact  and iii)  conversation trigger  between strangers or
acquaintances. The results of Wood et al.’s study confirm that companion animals
serve as ‘ice breakers’ as they serve as a neutral topic of conversation (Wood et al.
2007: 47). Several researchers even showed that animals enhance human inter-
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action through positively affecting how people are perceived which of course has a
positive effect on human interaction:

[…] people are perceived as happier, friendlier, wealthier, less threatening, and more relaxed
when they appear in a picture with a friendly animal versus how they are perceived when the
same picture is shown with the animal omitted. (Kruger, Serpell 2010: 39)

In public places people usually maintain a state of ‘civil inattention’ and strangers
seldom  exchange  more  than  a  greeting.  This  commonly  observed  prohibition
against conversations with strangers makes “interaction in public places difficult
to initiate, much less sustain” (Robins, Sanders, Cahill 1991: 4). Messent (1983,
1985), however, found that people with dogs in public places had more and longer
conversations. First of all, civic inattention can be broken when people share an
obvious similarity. This could be a common interest or just something else they
have in  common which makes  identification possible  (Robins,  Sanders,  Cahill
1991: 4). A dog or cat can serve as such a  topic of identification. Furthermore
Robins, Sanders and Cahill (1991: 22) explain that it is easier to initiate conver-
sation when there is an animal around as they offer a certain degree of safety. The
person initiating a conversation can for example address the animal and use it as a
conduit of remarks which are actually intended for its owner. This minimizes the
risk of being perceived as too forward. The animal also offers an alternative focus
of attention which reduces the chances of offensive glances or words (Robins,
Sanders, Cahill 1991: 22).

The theories around companion animals as a conversational link are of special
relevance for this study as they can be used to explain how library cats influence
social interaction at the library. 

4.3 Summary of the Theoretical Frameworks 

The purpose of this study is to analyze how cats at libraries influence the library’s
role  as  third  place  in  its  local  community.  In  order  to  do  so,  theoretical
frameworks had to be chosen which cover the two most fundamental components
– namely the notion of ‘the library as a part of society’ and ‘library cats as animals
with  certain  effects  on  human  beings’.  Oldenburg’s  theory  thus  provides  the
theoretical concept for the first component while the two concepts concerning the
human–animal bond and the communication link provide the necessary theoretical
structures to analyze the impact which the cats have on the library patrons and
overall social interaction. 

Two hypotheses were formulated in this chapter. First of all, due to the similar
effects  of  third  places  and  animals  on  human  well-being,  it  is  probable  that
animals have a positive effect on some of Oldenburg’s third place characteristics.
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Secondly, similar notions were found in both Oldenburg’s and Enders-Slegers’s
theoretical concepts which would mean that if Enders-Slegers’s criteria are met,
then even some of Oldenburg’s criteria are met. The table beneath shows in which
aspects similarities between the three theoretical frameworks were found:

Table 1: Overview over the theoretical concepts

Oldenburg The Human–Animal Bond 

(Enders-Slegers)

The Communication Link

1. On neutral ground

2. The Third Place is a 
Leveler

3. Conversation as Main 
Activity

Social Integration:
contacts are more easily made

Neutral topic,
Positive perception,
Topic of identification, 
increased likelihood of social 
contact,
Focus of attention etc.

4. Accessibility and Acco-
mmodation

5. The Regulars Social Integration:
Inclusion, acceptance
Reliable alliance:
Routines, Company

6. A low Profile

7. Playful Mood Reassurance of worth:
Extra visits, cheerful

8. A Home Away from home Attachment:
feeling at home

Opportunity for nurturance

After having described and summarized the central theoretical concepts, it is now
time to present which methods were applied to collect empirical data.
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5. Methodology

The  geographic  distance  would  have  made  an  observation  or  interview  study
difficult and I thus deemed a document-based method as best suited for my study.
In this chapter I present and discuss content analysis as the chosen method. I also
motivate my choice of the source material and evaluate its strengths and weak-
nesses. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the concepts of validity and
reliability as well as of the ethical standards for academic research.

5.1 Content Analysis

Documents are produced and used by people in different social contexts. They are
thus ‘social facts’ that can tell us something about individuals, groups or a whole
society (Bowen 2009: 27). The author of a document usually also has some kind
of intention in writing it. In the social sciences different methods for document
analysis have been developed. For this study I have chosen to conduct a content
analysis.

There are two different types of content analysis.  Traditionally it  has been
applied as a quantitative method where different themes or words which appear in
a certain document are counted and analyzed in relation to each other. The process
can be described as follows:  theoretical rationale, conceptualization, operational-
ization,  a priori development of code definitions, sampling, application of code
definitions to communication messages, tabulation and statistics, reporting, and
conclusions  (Baxter 2009:  275–280).  However,  content  analysis  can  also  be
applied as a qualitative research method. From a qualitative viewpoint it  is the
presence or absence of predefined words or themes which are of interest rather
than their frequency (Baxter 2009:  275–280). Like other qualitative methods in
document analysis  “it  requires examination and interpretation in order to elicit
meaning, gain understanding and develop empirical  knowledge” (Bowen 2009:
27).  The  results  thus  only  gain  meaning  when  they have  become  objects  of
reflection and interpretation in connection with a theoretical framework (Bryman
2011: 528).

Academic  literature talks about  codes and  themes when describing content
analysis. A theme can be very similar to a code but according to Bryman (2011:
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528) some researchers see a theme as a whole group of codes which thus creates a
kind of hierarchy. Some argue that the application of codes leads to fragmentation
of information and that much of the context is lost (Bryman 2011: 526). While
this might be the case, it is the fragmentation and loss of context which makes it
possible to find new structures and connections between different themes in a doc-
ument. 

When a quantitative  content  analysis  is  conducted,  the  researchers  usually
design a coding scheme with a set of predefined codes which are to be counted in
the document (Baxter 2009: 275–280). A qualitative content analysis, however, is
not as fixed as a quantitative one. In Altheide’s ‘ethnographic content analysis’ the
researcher always tries to modify the codes or themes as new aspects might, and
are expected to, be found during the analysis (Bryman 2011: 505).

In this study I conducted a qualitative content analysis as I am more interested
in  the  different  themes  that  can  be  found  in  the  documents  rather  than  their
frequency. The process of the analysis  looks much like the traditional process;
only that tabulation and statistics are excluded. The coding scheme which shall be
applied is based on the three theoretical frameworks which were described earlier.
Some of the codes might also be inspired by the books on Dewey and Baker &
Taylor as I had read those before I even started working on this thesis.  After a
pilot study, where I analyzed the posts from 2016 on all four Facebook-pages and
a selection of the Library Cat Society’s newsletters (1–4/1987, 4/1991, 2/1996 and
1–2/2002), the coding scheme looks as follows:

Table 2: Coding Scheme

Themes Codes

Atmosphere Playful, homey, relaxing, pleasant, warm, 

friendly ...

Conversation Positive perception, neutral topic, topic of 

identification, novelty/curiosity, concern, 

conduit of remarks, conversation trigger ...

Social Integration Easier to make contact, being part of a group,

being part of society ...

Attachment Extra visits, nurturance, gifts (donations, 

treats, food, litter, paintings, scarfs/sweater 

etc.), verbal statements of appreciation, 

caressing/touch ...

Opposition Actors, Arguments, Cases of eviction ...
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The themes  ‘Atmosphere’ and  ‘Conversation’ are  borrowed from Oldenburg’s
theory which  emphasizes  these  concepts  (Conversation  as  Main  Activity,  The
Mood is  Playful,  A Home Away from Home).  The next  two themes are more
closely connected to Enders-Slegers’s theory which focuses on ‘Attachment’ and
‘Social Integration’. The last theme was included with regard to research question
number  four.  The  codes  for  the  theme  ‘Conversation’ were  derived  from the
research concerning the communication link.  The codes for the themes  ‘Social
Integration’ and ‘Attachment’ are in accordance with Enders-Slegers’s definitions
of the two concepts. Additional codes were either borrowed from other categories
in Enders-Slegers’s theory or were found by me in the source material during the
pilot  study. In  accordance with Altheide’s  ‘ethnographic content  analysis’ it  is
expected that new codes and maybe even new themes will be encountered during
the analysis. 

5.2 The Source Material

Two types  of  documents  were  analyzed:  The  Library Cat  (printed  newsletter
published by the Library Cat Society between 1987 and 2002) and the Facebook-
pages of four current library cats: Browser B Katz (Minnesota)9, Elsie (California),
Stacks (Pennsylvania) and Trixie (Kansas). I thus have a comprehensive amount
of material which covers a comparatively large geographic area and a long period
of time (1987–2002 and 2009–2016). The material is also very complex as it not
only consists  of text  but  even includes a vast  amount  of visual  material  (pho-
tographs, drawings and video). These documents were chosen because they offer a
detailed  insight  into  the  situation  and  everyday  experiences  of  libraries  with
resident cats. The material is of a highly collective character as they were and are
used as platforms of communication by a relatively large number of individuals. 

Documents  are,  however,  no  exact  manifestations  of  reality  as  an  author
always  has  a  specific  intention  or  viewpoint  he/she  wants  to  convey (Bryman
2011: 497). It is therefore necessary to critically reflect on the following criteria
(Scott 2014: no pagination):

1.) Authenticity: Is the evidence genuine and of unquestionable origin?

2.) Credibility: Is the evidence free from error and distortion?

3.) Representativeness: Is the evidence typical of its kind, and, if not, is the
extent of its untypicality known?

4.) Meaning: Is the evidence clear and comprehensible?

9 Browser B Katz has a Facebook-profile which means that one has to be admitted as a friend to view the
content. The other three have Facebook-pages which are public and thus can be viewed by anyone. 
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In the following two sections these criteria shall be applied to the two types of
documents which were used in this study. 

I would also like to explain how I handled the visual material. Most of the
photos and videos which are part of the source material are natural, which means
that they were taken in casual everyday situations. They are also secondary data
sources, which means that they were not specifically taken for the purposes of this
study (Bryman 2011: 493). Sverrisson (2011: 166) explains that “visual material
helps us to transcend the limitations that are set by time and space”. However, the
context,  as well  as scent,  and in the case of photographs even noise,  are lost.
Researchers should therefore be careful when interpreting visual material as they
not always convey the whole truth (Bryman 2011: 494). It should also be kept in
mind  that  there  are  always  underlying  choices  which  were  made  regarding  a
photo’s motive or the selection of material for publication (Bryman 2011: 493).
This means that even photos can be biased and should be met with caution. In the
social  sciences  visual  material  can be used to  answer questions  about  society.
Usually a picture analysis is conducted to analyze the material’s context and social
role or how societal norms influenced its creation, use or reception. These factors
were not of interest for this study and I therefore did not conduct a full-grown
picture analysis. However, the visual material was still seen as a carrier of relevant
information about the reality of library cats and was therefore also an object of
interpretation (Sverrisson 2011: 165–166). Insights which were derived from the
interpretation of the visual material were also used as empirical data.

When it comes to data interpretation and bias, it  is worth pointing out that
even researchers are not completely objective in their analysis – personal interpre-
tations are always to some degree reflected in the analysis (Bryman 2011: 501).
Therefore, it is necessary to discuss my possible bias. I have always liked animals,
and  especially  cats,  and  I  would  very much  enjoy frequenting  establishments
which have some kind of resident animal. I am thus somewhat  biased and more
likely to speak positively of library cats. In order to compensate for this, I decided
to include a research question which solely focuses on the opposition towards
library cats. Thereby, I hope to even have paid enough space and consideration to
potential negative effects of resident library cats.

5.2.1 The Library Cat
The newsletter of the Library Cat Society was published quarterly10 for 15 years.
During that  time not  only the name changed, but  also the newsletter’s  layout.
During the first few years the newsletter usually was not longer than one or two
pages. The later issues, however, cover four to six pages. Through the years the
header changed in its appearance as well. For some years it included the society’s

10 In the beginning the newsletter was published somewhat irregularly and during some years it was published
rather intermittently.
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aims and during another period pictures of members’ cats were featured in the
header. The technical progress which took place during the last 40 years also left
its  traces on the newsletter’s appearance. During the early years the newsletter
seems to have been written with a typewriter and copies of photographs were not
as sharp. I received a digital copy of the newsletters from Gary Roma whom I
contacted via email. In total I have about 44 newsletters. This collection does not
seem to  be  complete,  as  I  for  example  only have  one  newsletter  from 1990.
Nonetheless,  it  is  a  sufficient  amount  of  documents.  They shall  be referred to
throughout the study with the number of the issue, and the year of publication
which both can be found in the header of each newsletter.

In order to attract more members the newsletter was even published in various
cat-related  magazines  (LCS 3/1987).  The overall  tone  is  light-hearted  and the
content  varies  from book reviews,  cat-cartoons,  member  photos  to  poems and
member  articles.  For  the  purposes  of  this  study it  was  of  course  the  member
articles which were of most interest as they contain relevant information on the
different library cats, observations by the staff and accounts of opposition. It is in
fact the question of how to meet opposition which is of central importance for the
members of the Library Cat Society. However, during later years the focus of the
newsletter seems to have shifted. Efforts in trying to find solutions to the main
problems seem to have decreased and more articles on for example the members’
cats or bookstore cats are included. 

To  come  back  to  Scott’s  four  criteria  of  critical  source  analysis  the  first
criteria, authenticity, is definitely met. The newsletter was undoubtedly published
by the Library Cat Society and its founder Phyllis Lahti. With regard to credibility
it is hard to say for sure that all the information is correct as it comes from various
different sources. It should also be noted that the purpose of the society was to
advocate the establishment of library cats which means that the material is clearly
biased. However, as I stated above, cases of opposition and how to meet them are
discussed and thus even information on people who do not share the society’s
opinion can be found in the newsletters. It is hard to judge if the newsletters are
representative  for  its  genre.  The  content  is  highly influenced  by the  society’s
members and is of a highly collective character. Together they create some kind of
subculture which is characterized by a love of cats, creativity and a strong con-
nection to the library profession (or interest for it). Quite often the members write
letters out of the view of the cat who is also seen as a part of the library staff. The
same  tendency can  be  seen  in  the  various  Facebook-pages.  However,  as  the
content of the newsletters is collective and includes information on many different
library cats over a long period of time, the information it carries can be deemed to
be representative. This leads us to the last criteria: meaning. As some parts of the
newsletters  are  written  out  of  the  cat’s  point  of  view,  not  all  information  is
relevant or reliable. It is important to reflect over the content and whether it was
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written as a humorous comment. Therefore, I base my results mostly on the more
realistic contributions. But even pieces which are written out of the cat’s point of
view can be seen as reliable as they are written by the librarians and convey their
observations.  Thoughts  and  feelings  which  were  ascribed  to  the  cat  were,
however, of no interest for the purposes of this study. The more I worked with the
material, the easier it got to distinguish which piece of information is reliable and
which is not. Compared to the scattered articles on the internet, the newsletters are
definitely a more reliable and a more comprehensive data source and were thus
chosen for this study.

5.2.2 Facebook-pages on Library Cats
Another set of documents which offers insight into the world of library cats are
the Facebook-pages which were created by library employees. I chose to analyze
the four most  active pages in my analysis:  Browser B Katz (Minnesota), Elsie
(California), Stacks (Pennsylvania) and Trixie (Kansas). Initially I also intended to
include Addison Nash as the only resident cat at an academic library, but the page
is not much frequented and thus does not offer much information. The material is
not ideal  for a study on the patrons’ attitudes  and interactions,  as most  of the
followers do not live near the library. However, the visual material still offers val-
uable information about what happens at the library. During the analysis I found
ways to identify at least some of the locals. Some revealed themselves through
their comments or were tagged in photos while others publicly share this kind of
information in their profiles. As this process neither is easy or unambiguous I even
counted people who were living in the same state as locals.

Stacks is the resident cat at the New Castle Public Library in New Castle,
Pennsylvania. His Facebook-page had about 860 followers at the time of the anal-
ysis with the majority being locals. 86 percent of the followers were women and
14 percent were men (Morgan 2017-01-30). The Facebook-page was created in
2011 to attract more people to the library. It is also used to promote library activi-
ties and other local nonprofit organizations (Morgan 2017-02-03).

Trixie  is  the  library cat  at  Independence  Public  Library in  Independence,
Kansas. Her Facebook-page had 1049 likes at the time of the analysis and about
113 of them were locals (200 in the same state). The international followers come
from 40 different countries (Trixie 2017-01-30). The account was created in 2011
and initially used to post information about library events. As most of the follow-
ers are not locals, the initial purpose changed somewhat. Information about library
activities are posted on the library’s own page now and the focus on Trixie’s page
lies on “photos, quotes, links,  and books that appeal to cat and library lovers”
(Trixie 2017-02-03).
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Browser B Katz is the resident cat at Pine River Public Library in Pine River,
Minnesota. As mentioned earlier Browser has a Facebook-profile, not a Facebook-
page like the other library cats. This means that his posts are not as public as the
others’. At the time of the analysis he had about 874 followers of which about a
quarter lived in the surrounding area. The profile was created in 2009 (Browser B
Katz  2017-02-03). Many posts promote library and local events and Browser’s
everyday routines. It seems like Browser is allowed to follow home with someone
on the  staff  and regularly spends  his  time  outside  the  library at  a  place  with
another cat called Graycie. Therefore, many posts show events from when he is
not at the library. This is another difference between Browser’s and the other’s
Facebook-posts.

Last but not least there is Elsie, the resident cat at St. Helena Public Library in
St. Helena, California. Elsie has, with about 18 105 followers, the most followers
of the four library cats which were part of this study. About 15 186 followers are
from the United States and 4521 are locals. The motivation behind it was mainly
to reach out to a larger community and to share the experience of having a cat at
the library, especially when considering that the existence of library cats is slowly
fading (Martinez Serrano 2017-02-28). The page was created in July 2012, shortly
after Elsie was adopted. It is much frequented and the posts are much commented
on. In this case, due to the huge number of followers it was very hard to identify
local users. The visual material was, however, still valuable for my analysis.

When it comes to digital sources, it is of special importance to make sure that
the material  is authentic,  as anyone can post anything on the internet (Bryman
2011: 500). As I received answers to the questions I send out to the librarians the
authenticity of the Facebook-pages has been confirmed. Even the credibility of the
material appears to be high and is supported by the amount of visual material and
user comments. Of course even in this case one should not forget that the material
can be somewhat biased through the choices which are made by the administrators
of the pages. The content and tone of the Facebook-pages resembles the Library
Cat  Society’s newsletters and even the Facebook-pages in itself  resemble each
other.  The material  is  thus representative for its  kind.  The motives  behind the
pages have been explained by the library staff in written conversations via email
or Facebook and are thus clear. The meaning of some posts and visual material are
not completely clear as they are accompanied by rather short comments which do
not explain the full  context.  As a viewer one usually does not know what the
people who are depicted in the photos think and I tried to not interpret too much
into this kind of material and rather saw it as a complement to written statements.
Just as in the newsletters one should also be careful with humorous comments and
those that are written from the cat’s point of view. As I already stated earlier I
carefully selected the more reliable parts of the material and based my results on
those.
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Due to the sheer amount of information and difficulties in retrieving it, it was
not  possible  to  analyze all  four Facebook-pages in their  entirety.11 Therefore,  I
limited my analysis to include only three years per library cat. In order to be able
to still analyze a longer time span I chose to analyze the first year of each page,12

all posts from 2014 and the whole of 2016. Based on the information I found in
the  examined  material  and  its  repetitive  character  I  doubt  that  I  would  have
reached different results even if I had analyzed the complete Facebook-pages.

5.3 Validity, Reliability and Research Ethics

With validity researchers try to measure if a study really answered the research
questions which were formulated in the beginning. Important for validity is the
choice of an appropriate methodology, clear research questions and the material’s
credibility (Eliasson 2010:  16–17).  The research questions  for  this  study were
stated during an early stage of the writing process and were further adjusted and
developed so that they would fit the available material and chosen theory. As the
research questions are closely connected to the theory and as the codes and themes
which were applied  during the  analysis  also were  based on the  theory I have
achieved a high level of validity. Interviews with patrons or observations at the
location  could  possibly have  generated  more  detailed  results,  but  as  I already
stated earlier, this was not possible due to the geographic distance. However, the
observations and statements which were discovered in the Library Cat Society’s
newsletters, and the comments of local patrons on Facebook, were estimated to be
of a credible nature and thus served as a satisfying alternative.

Reliability is  a concept with which researchers try to  measure if  the same
results would be generated if the study were to be repeated. To ensure a study’s
reliability it  is important to conduct a consistent and detailed analysis which is
based on credible sources. In the case of a qualitative study a researcher needs to
be careful to not misinterpret collected data. Another way to increase a study’s
reliability is to measure the chosen codes and themes in different ways (Eliasson
2010: 14–16). One way to do this  is  through the combination of two or three
different methods.  This so called  ‘triangulation’ always makes the results more
credible,  but  due  to  the  short  amount  of  time  I decided to  not  apply another
method.  However,  my results  are  based  on  two  different  types  of  documents

11 On public Facebook-pages there is no way to easily access posts which lie several years back. I thus had to
scroll down to the desired time period which could take a long time. Due to the amount of visual material
which the computer had to process this led to a slow computer performance which made the analysis of the
early years difficult.  On Elsie’s  page I  therefore  accessed  the early posts  via the shortcuts  ‘Photos’ and
‘Videos’ instead of scrolling all the way down. This way I think I finally managed to access most of the posts
from the first year.
12 Browser  B Katz  = 09/2009–09/2010,  Elsie  = 07/2012–07/2013,  Stacks  = 10/2010–10/2011,  Trixie  =
5/2011–5/2012.
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which cover a long period of time. Both sources are also of a collective nature and
thus reflect the observations and experiences that were made by many different
people,  in  different  places  and  at  different  times.  Therefore,  the  material  is
believed to generate reliable results.

When it comes to research ethics, the anonymity of the participants is impor-
tant. Both types of documents in the source material were of a highly public nature
as they were distributed to a great number of readers. One exception was Browser
B Katz’s  Facebook-profile  which was of a  somewhat  less  public  character.  In
order to be able to reprint photos in my thesis I asked for the administrators’ per-
mission. I received positive answers from three of the four administrators and am
thus allowed to include any photos from Elsie, Trixie or Browser B Katz in this
thesis. With regard to the reprint of text Hewson et al.  state that: “Data which
deliberately and voluntarily was published on common internet domains […] can
be  used  by  researchers  without  them  asking  for  permission  as  long  as  the
anonymity of the individual is ensured”13 (cited after Bryman 2011: 610). 

13 Translated by the author.
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6. Presentation of Results

Now it is time to present the results of my analysis. In accordance with the coding
scheme  they have  been  grouped  into  the  following  five  themes:  atmosphere,
conversation, attachment, social integration and opposition. Each of these themes
consists of a row of subordinate codes which shall provide answers to research
questions two, three and four. As research question number one is the leading
research question it shall be answered in the final discussion.

6.1 Atmosphere
I love cats because I enjoy my home, and little by little, they become its visible soul.

              (Jean Cocteau)

In accordance with the above quote by Jean Cocteau ample evidence was found in
the source material which suggests that library cats have a certain influence on
their  surroundings.  Phyllis  Lahti,  the founder of the Library Cat  Society,  often
mentions an encounter with a visiting professor who thought that the library cat
added a “nice touch” (LCS 1/1987). Others say that the cat adds a “note of ele-
gance” (LCS 5/1988). The four main codes which have been identified for this
theme are: a joyful atmosphere, a friendly atmosphere, a relaxing atmosphere and
a homely atmosphere.

A place that is characterized by a joyful atmosphere is a place for laughter and
play. Library cats often seem to cause amusement through their “silly antics” (LCS
5/1988). Taylor at the Douglas County Public Library for example astonished “the
public by sitting in his ‘weird’ position after meals” (LCS 1/1991) and Charlie at
the Putnam Library of Nashville  “entertains himself by selecting a title from the
paperback shelf and knocking it to the floor” (LCS 1,2/1993). During Christmas
time  some  cats  can  be  seen  playing  with  the  Christmas  tree  and  decorations
(Browser B Katz 2014-10-15a; Stacks 2011-01-02). With their antics the cats not
only cause amusement and laughter, they also invite patrons and staff to play. One
post from 24 November 2016 shows a member of the staff at play with Elsie at the
information desk and earlier that year another post shows a visitor with Elsie on
the book cart (2016-07-26). This is also something that many library cats seem to
have in common: they all enjoy being rolled through the library on a book cart or
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something similar. Another example is Elsie playing hide and seek with a toddler
among the bookshelves (Elsie 2012-09-24). The cats thus brighten up the day for
both staff and patrons and make library visits special. As one librarian put it: “If
you don’t have a cat in your library you probably don’t have as many smiles as we
have in ours” (LCS 2/1987). Another librarian states that “the cats  have given a
great deal of pleasure to the staff and the community” (LCS 3/1998).

As I stated earlier, the cats also make the library a friendlier place. Throughout
the  newsletters  and  Facebook-pages  rich  evidence  can  be  found  which  shows
library cats in the role of ‘official greeter’. They often sit near the entrance or at
the information desk where they seem to welcome people. “She greets everyone
who  walks  through  the  door”,  it  says  in  newsletter  2/2002.  It  also  becomes
obvious that the cats can offer a different kind of attention towards the patrons
than the library staff can:  “When the children come here to study, he will jump
into their laps or on the table to be petted” (LCS 2/1999). The cats can provide
companionship during people’s stay at the library which librarians usually do not
have time for. It is also a more subtle form of attention than the one that humans
can offer other humans. “Rachel enriched the library through the years with her
affectionate ways, sitting on laps or licking the gentle hands of adoring patrons.”
(LCS 3/1995).  Both staff and patrons seem to agree that the cats add a friendly
note to  the library which ultimately makes the library “a more inviting place”
(LCS 1/2000).

Many people also seem to appreciate the cat’s soothing effect:

The cat at the Rainier Beach Library is such a nice touch. It adds much warmth and coziness
to my visit to the library. (LCS 3/1992)14

Having the cat here is very relaxing; it’s soothing. (LCS 2/1996)

In a library setting a cat’s presence signals a friendly, relaxed atmosphere. (LCS 4/1988)

Library Cats can bring a smile to patron’s faces and provide that special stress relief. (LCS
5/1988)

In fact the library almost seems to feel like home when one meets scenarios at the
library which one usually only meets at home. On Trixie’s Facebook-page, in a
photo which was posted on 9 January 2016, one can see an elderly man sitting at a
table and reading a newspaper. Beside the lamp on the table there sits Trixie, the
library cat. The man’s left hand is resting on Trixie’s back. A similar scene can be
found on Browser’s Facebook-page. This time it seems to be an elderly couple, or
maybe just two good acquaintances, who are sitting at a table, reading a news-
paper each. In the middle of the table lies Browser (Browser B Katz 2014-07-12a).
In one of the newsletters a librarian from Douglas County Public Library writes
14 Brochure that came with newsletter 3/1992.
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that teenagers can be found studying at the library with one hand resting on Baker
(LCS 1/1994). Scenes like these leave a strong impression of home and thus add
to the atmosphere of the library. The former Library Director of Independence
Public Library wrote on the library’s blog in 2009 that “The cats seem to create a
hometown feeling in the libraries, which most patrons love.” (Trixie 2011-10-28).
One of Elsie’s followers states in a comment to a photo, which shows Elsie sitting
on a windowsill next to a reading woman, that scenes like this make her want to
spend more time at the library (Elsie 2014-03-13).

Maybe not everyone feels the same way about a cat at the library, but the
evidence shows that many feel that the cat has a positive effect on the atmosphere
of the library. They feel welcome, relaxed, entertained and at home. How great the
cat’s impact on the library’s atmosphere is often becomes evident once the cat is
gone. The library cat then seems to leave a void:

Kitch is gone. But she will always be remembered as the cat that made the LaSalle branch
library a special place to visit. (LCS 1/1997)

[Penny at the Swansea Free Public Library] For the past 10 years, she brought so much joy to
the patrons and staff. She will be greatly missed. (Elsie 2014-03-10)

Atmosphere  is  a  fundamental  component  in  Oldenburg’s  third  place  theory.
According to him, third places are characterized by a playful mood which attracts
people and makes the patrons reluctant to leave. It also motivates them to come
back (Oldenburg 1999: 38). As I demonstrated above, there are many examples in
the  source  material  which  show how library cats  lighten  the  mood  and  bring
smiles onto people’s faces. Library Cats thus seem to strengthen this third place
characteristic.

Another  of  Oldenburg’s  characteristics  focuses  on  the  concept  of  home.
Oldenburg states, in accordance with David Seamon’s criteria, that a home is a
place for regeneration and relaxation. It is a place that offers warmth which results
out of friendliness (Oldenburg 1999: 38–41). These two concepts, relaxation and
friendliness, have also been described above. Cats spend the greater part of the
day sleeping and thus  emanate  calmness.  Through  the  attention  and  company
which they show towards the patrons they also add to the library’s warmth and
friendliness.  Of course even the librarians  can make the library a friendly and
welcoming place, but the cats can offer physical contact, even called therapeutic
touch, which humans cannot offer in  the same way. Library cats  thus strongly
influence the library’s atmosphere and make it feel more like a second home. The
concept  of  homeliness  is  even  mentioned  in  Enders-Slegers’s  theory.  Under
‘Attachment’ she writes that “the animal made the respondent feel comfortable
and ‘at home’.” (Enders-Slegers 2000: 245). For her this is thus a component of
the attachment which humans form towards their pets.
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Furthermore, Oldenburg states that “the atmosphere of the place is mainly set
by the patrons and especially by the regulars whose entrance will be expected”
(Oldenburg 1999: 33–34). As library cats strongly influence the atmosphere and
constantly live at the library, they can be seen as ‘regulars’. 

6.2 Conversation
Having a library cat usually means that the library has a story to tell beyond its shelves.

       (Bartash-Dawley 2015: no pagination) 

While  the  initial  objective  for  research  question  two  was  to  analyze  human
interaction and communication which takes place at the library, among patrons or
between library staff and patrons, I soon realized that even the communication
which is exchanged via Facebook should be paid some attention. Nowadays most
organizations  and institutions  have  some  kind  of  digital  representation  on  the
internet. When it comes to library websites and online catalogs it is often called
‘the digital library’. With the evolution of social media the internet has become
much more communicative and most websites have some kind of function where
users can comment, add own content and communicate with each other (Heide et
al. 2012: 225–226). Facebook is one of the most popular social media platforms
and is thus a tool for communication in itself. The objective here is, however, not
to study how Facebook is generally used for communication by the library staff.
Neither shall the four Facebook-pages, which are part of the source material, be
compared with  each other.  However,  as  the  Facebook-pages  are  a  part  of  the
libraries’ outward communication and an extension of the library as place, charac-
teristics of this digital communication shall also be included in the results, as long
as they say something about how the library cat influences the communication.

Something which quickly became clear when I analyzed the Facebook-pages
was the light-hearted and humorous character of the conversation. Even though
library events are promoted and books are recommended it seems that the library
cats’ Facebook-pages function as a channel for conversation which usually would
not take place in quite the same fashion on the library’s official page where the
tone  usually  is  somewhat  more  serious.  One  would  for  example  not  find  a
comment like this on one of the official Facebook-pages: “I so enjoy Elsie pictures
and updates just puts a smile on my face, just love her” (Elsie 2014-09-11). The
light-hearted  atmosphere  which  inspires  the  communication  on  Facebook  is
mainly set by the library staff who intentionally write from the cat’s perspective.
This leads to humorous posts like: “I bet I’m the only cat in the world who knows
CPR.”  (Trixie  2012-01-06;  in  a post  about  staff  education),  “And I only slept
through part of the meeting!” (Trixie 2012-01-21; in a post about a staff meeting)
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and “Library closed for state holiday, and I got it all for ME! Weeeeee!” (Elsie
2016-03-31). The library cat is thus used as a  conduit of remarks, though not in
the usual sense where one can say certain things without coming across as too
forward, but rather in a humorous sense.

The users go along by also using the cat as a conduit of remarks and address it
directly when commenting a post. Of course everyone knows that it is the library
staff who is posting as the cat, especially when the comments include questions
which  are  expected  to  be  answered. The  following  quotes  are  examples  for
comments which are intended for the library staff although they are directed at the
cat: 

Glad to see you’re comfy ;-) Elsie, if you get the chance, read ‘Cleo, The Cat Who Mended a
Family’ by Helen Brown. It will make you laugh and cry. You remind me of Cleo ;-) (Elsie
2013-01-04)

Elsie do you need some extra blankies or a sweater? Will YOU be warm enough? Please let
me know. I’m in Sonoma, I can bring you extra blankies or sweater or both. :-) (Elsie 2013-
01-03)

This use of the cat as a  conduit of remarks probably is not as extensive at the
physical library, as patrons directly face the library staff. However, the library cat
can even there serve as a conduit of remarks and then probably in the usual sense
where people  address  the  animal  in  order  not  to  be perceived as  too  forward
(Robins, Sanders, Cahill 1991: 22). There are, however, no examples in the source
material which would indicate this.

Another way in which animals can positively affect human communication
and interaction is their positive effect on how people are perceived. As we’ve seen
above  the  library cats  bring  out  the  library employees’  humorous  side  which
ultimately makes them seem more friendly and open. The notion of openness is
even strengthened by the numerous photos and videos that are posted on Facebook
and which even offer insights in what happens behind the scenes or outside of the
library’s opening hours. There is for example Trixie at a staff meeting, standing on
some documents on the table (2016-10-20), Trixie attending Staff Development
Day  which  consists  of  CPR  practice  (2016-10-17),  Elsie  supervising  some
program preparation (2016-11-04) and Stacks unpacking new books (Stacks 2010-
12-07).  These  insights  make  the  library  more  transparent  and  show  different
aspects of library proceedings.

Some passages in the source material even indicate that the cats possibly have
a positive effect on how negative topics are addressed or perceived. On Browser’s
Facebook-page a post from the library’s official page was shared concerning the
library’s free Magazine exchange which people started to use as a drop-off place
for old Magazines. In the comments one user wrote: “Our library recently had to
address this. I wish I had a library cat to promote it!” (Browser B Katz 2016-09-
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07). It is not further specified why it would be nice to have a library cat for this,
but there could be a connection between the animal’s positive effect on the insti-
tution’s outward impression.  In any case, one post on Stacks’s page is a good
example for how negative topics can be addressed in a less reprehensive manner:
“Returns go in  the slot,  not  the counter – do I need to help you with them?”
(Stacks 2010-12-06). This line is accompanied by a photo which shows Stacks
playfully reaching out of the return slot.

These examples show how a library cat can positively affect how the library
staff  and the  library as  institution  are perceived.  Two examples  in  the  source
material even suggest that it can work the other way around – with the cat posi-
tively changing the librarian’s perception of the patrons:

The homeless men who use our library were so concerned when they heard hungry meows
coming from my supervisor’s office-cum nursery. I really was touched by their expressions of
tenderness. (LCS 1/1992)

One  older  patron,  who always  seems to  have  a  negative  outlook about  our  services  has
become much more pleasant since the cats have arrived! (LCS 1/1997)

All  those  aspects  concerning  human  communication  show  that  library  cats
strongly influence the character of conversations – which becomes more humor-
ous and light-hearted. They also facilitate human communication and interaction
through positively affecting how individuals or even the library as institution are
perceived.  The following sections  demonstrate  how the  cats,  in  various  ways,
inspire the overall  communication between library employees and patrons. The
three codes which were found in the source material were novelty, topic of identi-
fication and concern.

There were numerous references to cases where conversation was inspired due
to the patrons’ surprise and curiosity. One library employee explains that “even
though Puddin has been with us nearly two years, people are still surprised when
they see him […]. We still get questions like  ‘Whose cat is that?’ or  ‘Did you
know  a  cat  got  in?’”  (LCS  4/1988).  In  another  example  the  patrons’  initial
reaction to the library cat was described as follows: “New visitors give us many
positive comments though at first they are surprised then delighted at the idea of a
cat in  a library” (LCS Autumn 2001).  For many visitors library cats  are not a
common view which explains  the ongoing reactions of surprise which is often
followed by curiosity and further inquiries: “Why are their ears like that?” 15, “Do
they live here all the time?”(LCS 2/1987). Sometimes people even ask if the cat is
real (Trixie 2016-01-14) or they just walk past without realizing that it is a real cat
which apparently happened to both Browser B Katz and Elsie (Elsie 2016-01-08).

15 Baker & Taylor were Scottish Folds which means that their ears were folded and looked different than
other cats’ ears.
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The  cats  actually  not  only function  as  an  element  of  surprise,  they even
remind  many patrons  of  their  own pets  which  often  leads  to  an  exchange of
personal  experiences.  Library cats  thus  serve  as  a  topic  of  identification.  No
examples  or  references  for  this  were  found  in  the  Library  Cat  Society’s
newsletters, but there were plenty of examples on the Facebook-pages: “Our Felix
used to  go to  the bathtub  anytime it  stormed.”  (Browser  B Katz  2016-07-11),
“Munchkin, my dachshund mix, also likes bugs! I pity locusts that she gets a hold
of.” (Trixie 2016-09-09) and “My cat Grayson has an eye like yours, with extra
pigment (see photo). Our vet also said it  isn’t anything to worry about...so we
don’t!” (Elsie 2014-07-10). Whenever people have something in common, in this
case  a  pet,  there seems  to  be a  strong urge to  share experiences  and identify
similarities and differences. This is thus one way in which library cats encourage
communication between the library staff and the patrons.

Last  but  not  least,  patrons  often  express  concern  which  is  directed  to  the
library staff as they are taking care of the cat. Often the first thing which patrons
inquire about when they come into the library is the library cat. “People wanna
know what he has been up to”, says one of the employees in a video which was
shared on Stacks’s Facebook-page (2016-01-25). “Something we hear a lot of at
the Rainier Beach Branch of the Seattle  Public  Library is  ‘Where is  Booker?’
Young and old alike want to know where Booker the Library cat is.”, writes a
library associate in newsletter 2/1992 and in 1/1997 one library director states that
“Most people look for the cats and inquire about their health at every visit.” On
Facebook many people express their concern, especially when the cat had some
health problems. Many comments then look as follows: “Browser, I hope you can
recover quickly. You are such a vital part of the library.” (Browser B Katz 2016-
01-29), “Hope that you are feeling better soon!!!” (Browser B Katz 2010-07-16).
People also express their concern when they think that the cat might be lonely or
when it  goes outside:  “How lonesome it  must  be for you. You are so used to
people around most of the time!” (Trixie 2016-12-27), “Yeah Elsie. I hope you’re
not going to be alone tonight poor little girl.” (Elsie 2014-12-31), “Will someone
stop by the library and feed you?” (Elsie 2012-11-21), ”Stay warm! We don’t want
you to go out and get frostbite!” (Browser B Katz 2016-12-15). Concern for the
cat is thus a strong motivation for library patrons to communicate with the library
staff.

When it comes to conversation among the patrons there was not enough infor-
mation in the source material to really analyze what impact library cats have on it.
The library employees who share their experiences in the newsletters and who also
administer the Facebook-pages might be oblivious to the conversations which the
library cat inspires among the patrons which could explain the lack of information.
There were only a few examples on Facebook which show how patrons share their
experiences with each other. In the comments to a post from the 27 May 2014 two
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patrons  exchange  information  on  their  respective  encounters  with  Trixie
concerning an evening when she apparently was somewhat moody (Trixie 2014-
05-27). In the comments to another post, one of the patrons introduces Trixie to an
acquaintance and explains that “she does like me to pet her under her chin” (Trixie
2016-04-05) which is also an example of how patrons share their personal experi-
ences. Some people post photos of their encounters with the library cats on the
Facebook-pages and thus share those experiences with the library as well as with
all the followers. However, as I explained earlier, Facebook is not a good source
for an analysis of the communication among local patrons as the majority of the
followers are not locals. 

According  to  Oldenburg’s  theory,  conversation  is  one  of  the  most  funda-
mental characteristics of third places. In his theory he states that conversation is
the main activity at third places and also what keeps the place alive and upbeat
(Oldenburg 1999: 26–31). It is hard to say if conversation really increases due to a
library cat or whether it can be seen as the main activity at the library. Nonetheless
it became clear that library cats, as a topic of conversation, definitely are a priority
for many patrons. Library cats also have a clear impact on the character of con-
versation with a tendency to make it more light-hearted and humorous. This thus
matches Oldenburg’s criteria of conversation which keeps the third place alive and
upbeat. While the results do not offer much information about the conversation
among patrons, it seems that library cats somewhat increase the communication
between patrons  and the  library staff – where  the  staff  functions  as  the  main
source of information regarding the cat. The library staff seems to be aware of the
patrons’ request for information and the Facebook-pages can be seen as an answer
to it. These pages are channels of information for everyone who is interested in the
cat’s well-being and they are much appreciated by their followers. The numerous
photos and videos show episodes of the library cat’s life and the administrators
even post updates on health issues as well as notifications for when the cat is not
at the library. 

Furthermore,  Oldenburg  explains  that  conversation  at  third  places  is  not
regulated by societal  status  and that  it  usually is  more spirited than elsewhere
(Oldenburg 1999: 26–31). No indicators have been found regarding these aspects,
but libraries are generally places for everyone, regardless of societal status. And
while libraries might not be completely quiet places anymore, it is still doubtful if
they are the right places for spirited conversation.

 The results of this study show that conversation and human interaction are
possibly facilitated  through  the  library cats  as  they are  used  as  a  conduit  of
remarks and  positively  affect  how people are perceived. They also function as
communication triggers as they are objects of  novelty for many visitors and as a
topic of identification. Not part of the theories concerning the communication link
is the aspect of concern which in the case of library cats also seems to inspire
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conversations.  No indication  was  found in  the  source  material  where  the  cats
functioned as a neutral topic. There was at least no direct statement in which such
a sentiment was expressed.

6.3 Attachment
As a cat, he didn’t have the social limitations of a librarian. (Myron 2011: 29)

The  concern  that  was  found  to  inspire  so  much  communication  between  the
patrons and the library employees demonstrates how important the library cat is
for some people. In order to understand why the library cat is so important for
many,  the  relationship  between  the  patrons  and  the  library  cat  needs  to  be
analyzed more closely.

Many patrons state that they enjoy the cat’s company and the physical contact
that  it  offers.  In  newsletter  2/1999  one  library employee  explains  that  “Adult
patrons seem happy just to watch her, or to have her join them, uninvited, to their
laps.” According to a librarian in newsletter 1/1991 people of all ages enjoy the
company of the library cat. On Facebook many patrons express their appreciation
through comments like these:

Trixie, I enjoyed your stay with me on my lap last week. (Trixie 2016-02-11)

I love to visit with you when in the library. (Elsie 2016-01-08)

The company and especially the possibility of physical touch is something that
librarians cannot offer. This is exactly what Vicki Myron realized and expressed
with the words which were quoted above.

A strong characteristic of the patrons’ attachment is the notion of nurturance
or caregiving which is even expressed through  donations of different kinds and
regular visits. When Browser got locked out of the library, the locals who saw
him contacted the library director (Browser B Katz 2016-06-06), and when the
heat was out at the St. Helena Public Library, one of the patrons offered to bring
some  blankets  and  sweaters  to  keep  Elsie  warm  (Elsie  2013-01-03)16.  Even
children adopt the role of caretaker which is illustrated by the following example:

My story for today [cat’s perspective] -- This morning before opeh hours [sic!] I was outside
by the book return. One of my many families stop to return their books in the outside drop
box. Someone came walking by with their big dog and the younger 2 of the 3 girls step in
front of me to make sure the dog didn’t go after me. They were that concern [sic!] of my
welfare.... Talk about being loved! (Browser B Katz 2014-07-28)

16 The same comment was previously quoted in chapter 6.2 where it was used to illustrate how the cats are
used as a conduit of remarks.
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Patrons also express their  appreciation in the form of donations which usually
consist of money, food, toys and cat litter. Library cats are usually not funded by
the library and live therefore on these donations. Some libraries also finance their
cat through the sale of library cat merchandise (see Stacks 2010-12-29, Browser B
Katz 2016-05-04) while others split the financial burden between the members of
the staff. In any case, the library employees seem to be quite keen to point out that
no tax money is used to provide for the library cat:

Did you know that my friends at the library not only take care of me but also pay for my food,
cat  litter,  and vet  bills?  Our library patrons often bring in treats.  One nice library patron
brought me in a new blue collar! No tax dollars are spent taking care of me. I am one lucky
cat! (Trixie 2014-11-22)

His food, kitty litter and veterinarian visits are all paid for from money donated by patrons in
the can on the front desk. [..] He’s very well cared for. The patrons are generous, and there’s
never a question about from where his next meal is going to come. We’ve even had patrons
donate toys and cans of food. I think it’s so nice of people to care for him that way. (LCS
2/1997)

Sometimes  donations  are  so generous that  the library can donate part  of  it  to
humane  societies  and  local  animal  shelters.  This  is  especially  the  case  after
birthday/anniversary parties for the library cat when the patrons all come with gifts
(Elsie  2016-07-15).  At  St.  Helena Public  Library the patrons’  generosity even
seems to have inspired the library employees to organize more donation projects.
For example in 2013 they had a project where library fines were waived if the
patrons donated some food and toys to a humane society (Elsie 2013-06-30). Also
the New Castle  Public  Library organizes  donation  events  for humane societies
(Stacks 2011-03-22). Drawings and paintings of the cat can also be found among
donations  from the  public  (Elsie  2016-07-15,  LCS  5/1989).  Once  in  a  while
patrons leave somewhat more special gifts for the library cat. Elsie for example
got a little wooden bunk bed which locals made for her (Elsie 2014-09-13) and a
kindergarten student even wanted Stacks to have the medal which he had received
at school for ‘listening’ (Stacks 2010-10-14).

As  I  already mentioned the  patrons’  strong  attachment  to  the  cat  is  also
expressed through  regular visits to the library. This behavior seems to be quite
unrelated to the patrons’ age: “We have teenagers who come to the library just to
visit the felines” (LCS 1/1997), “several of the older patrons come regularly just to
have her nap on their laps” (LCS 2/2002). The library cat even draws new people
to the library, including those who usually do not come for the library’s services:
“For many, the reason for going to the library was to see Kitch, and for some, the
reason they left with a book” (LCS 1/1997). The cat clearly is the highlight of
people’s visits to the library (LCS 2/1995). Especially for children and teenagers
visits to the cat are a welcome treat which might also increase their motivation to
participate  in  library  activities.  The  source  material  also  revealed  that  many
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patrons  are  looking  forward  to  their  next  visits  to  the  library.  This  was  for
example stated in newsletter 4/1988 “many patrons look forward to seeing Puddin
when they come to  the Library” and the same feeling is  expressed in  various
comments on Facebook (Elsie  2014-07-23; Elsie 2012-11-22). Library Cats also
make patrons reluctant to leave: “A family came in this morning to return items,
the kids didn’t want to leave because of me … I over heard [sic!] the mother say
to them, ‘You’ll see Browser again in 2 weeks.’” (Browser B Katz 2014-07-12b).

Children seem to have a special relationship to the library cat as they grow up
with the cat – at least in those cases in which the library cat is not evicted from the
library.  In  one  of  the  Library Cat  Society’s  newsletters,  in  a  short  paragraph
announcing the upcoming 20th birthday of the library cat Ack Ack, it says: “One
week a man brought his kids to the library and told the staff that he remembered
petting her in 1984 when he was a child!” (LCS 3/1996). Similar evidence was
found on Stacks’s Facebook-page where the administrator commented a photo of
a group of children as follows: “It was nice to see some of my old friends from
Mother Goose Time … oh, how they are growing up!” (Stacks 2016-05-16). The
case of Libby, a school library resident cat, indicates that also the teachers were
aware of the children’s special bond to the cat. Libby was evicted after the mother
of an allergic student had complained and got to stay with one of the teachers. It
was, however, decided that Libby should visit the school once each quarter until
all the students who knew her had graduated (LCS 5/1989).

Moreover, library cats have an educative purpose when it comes to children.
For some of the children the library cat is the first encounter they have with a cat
or an animal in general (Stacks 2016-01-25, LCS Holiday Issue 1987). The source
material even mentions encounters between toddlers and library cats. One library
employee explained that “Most working days for Carnegie include a snuggling
encounter with a toddler” (LCS 4/1993) and it was also mentioned that toddlers
liked to feel Baker’s warm fur (LCS 1/1994). In newsletter number 1/1992 there
are, however, some hints which suggest that not all library cats like children and
that there might also be children who might not like cats. 

Earlier  in  this  thesis,  in  the  literature  review,  I  presented  some  research
projects which demonstrated that animals have a positive effect on the reading
abilities of children. Although there was no evidence in the source material which
would indicate that library cats are actively used in literacy programs, the cat’s
presence still  offers  children  the opportunity to  read to  the  cat.  On Browser’s
Facebook-page there is a photo which shows three little girls, with open books in
their hands, sitting right behind Browser. The photo has the following caption:
“Hanging out and listening to the storytime kids read me a book!” (Browser B
Katz 2014-10-15b). A similar situation can be found in a post earlier that year
with a photo of a little girl sitting in a chair with Browser and an open book in her
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hands (Browser B Katz 2014-01-30). A third photo depicts  a little  girl  who is
showing a picture book to Browser (Browser B Katz 2016-04-27).

Last but not least, the cats have a seemingly therapeutic effect on some of the
patrons. Judging from the examples in the source material, it is notably the old,
the  lonely  and  sick  people  who  profit  from  the  cats’  therapeutic  nature.  At
Douglas County Public Library older library patrons would fight their arthritis to
get  down  on  their  knees  to  pet  Baker  (LCS  1/1994).  The  cats  thus  inspired
physical exercise. Another librarian explains that “A lot of people are real lone-
some, like the older folks. It’s kind of therapy for them to be able to come in and
have somebody who loves them” (LCS 4/1989). On Elsie’s Facebook-page there
is the following story about a library patron with a mental illness:

He came to visit me nearly every day for the last three years. I am so happy to have had the
opportunity to become a part of his life and to have provided him daily smiles and comfort. I
sat up straight at the Front Desk every day waiting for him. [He] would come in and pet me
for a very long time. (Elsie 2016-05-04)

A family member of one of the employees at the New Castle Public Library writes
that Stacks was found to be intuitive and paying special attention to children and
people with special needs. He has been observed doing this on at least four occa-
sions (Stacks 2010-10-15). Moreover, at least two libraries reported that they took
their cats to visit nursing homes and thus even reached out to those members of
the  community who were  not  able  to  come to  the  library (LCS 3/1998,  LCS
1/2000). One last example from the newsletters describes a school setting and is a
perfect illustration for how animals even can have therapeutic effects on students
who are adjusting to new surroundings (see Reynolds, Rabschutz 2011: 361):

Many students and teachers come to the library just to say hi to me and to give me love. Some
of the new students find having me around makes it easier to adjust to their new school. They
come down and talk to me and hold me and sometimes they bring me treats! (LCS 2/1997)

As this chapter demonstrated, library cats are loved and cared for by many of the
patrons.  For  those  who  cannot  have  a  cat  at  home  they even  function  as  a
surrogate cat. This term was used by one of the librarians when she stated that
their library cat is “a surrogate cat for patrons who are new residents, for families
who cannot have a cat” (LCS 3/1995). A similar statement can be found in another
newsletter where a library director explains that “Some families make these pets
part of their family. One of our patrons said she is not allowed pets in her apart-
ment, so she has adopted Tigger and Pooh.” (LCS 1/1999). This even includes
allergic patrons who are glad that their children can have contact to the library cats
as they cannot have a cat at home (LCS 2/2002). And then there are the elderly
who live at nursing homes or in apartments where they cannot have pets of their
own and who therefore enjoy the cat’s company at the local library.
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Oldenburg’s theory is not about the attachment to a living creature, but rather
about the attachment to a certain place or atmosphere. I stated earlier that library
cats seem to function as  ‘regulars’ who set a certain atmosphere and make the
third place familiar. This function is similar to Enders-Slegers’s category ‘Reliable
alliance’. A ‘Reliable alliance’ is a bond of trust between humans and their com-
panion animals. In my adjusted definition I wrote that the patrons might count on
the library cat for company and that there might be certain routines between the
cat  and the  patrons.  The extra  visits  and the fact  that  the patrons  are  looking
forward to those visits indicate that the cat is expected to be at the library which
makes it seemingly ‘reliable’. Many librarians mentioned that their cats had some
routines which for example included their presence at the front desk and regular
afternoon nap times. But the cats even share routines with certain patrons, as was
illustrated by the example of Elsie who would wait at the front desk for a certain
patron who came to pet her almost every day. A library cat is also a constant part
in the lives of children as they grow up. This demonstrates that there actually is a
bond of trust that develops between the patrons and the cat. The results also show
that  there exists  an emotional  bond between the resident  cat  and the  library’s
patrons. Furthermore, the patrons take on the role as caretakers and make different
kinds of donations. This is what Enders-Slegers calls ‘Opportunity for nurturance’
where the respondents are happy about being responsible for the pet’s well-being
(Enders-Slegers 2000: 245–246). The results demonstrate that the patrons are very
generous  and happy about  the  opportunity to  help  which  usually is  expressed
through  donations  and  extra  visits.  This  is  also  similar  to  Enders-Slegers’s
category ‘Reassurance of worth’ where life is worth living due to the companion
animal. An ‘opportunity for nurturance’ creates a sense of being needed and thus
generates  happiness  which  seems  to  be  a  fundamental  part  of  the  patrons’
attachment to the library cat.

6.4 Social Integration

There were no statements in the source material in which the patrons state that
they feel more included due to the cat. However, some observations can still be
made. Oldenburg’s third place is a public place where people can meet on neutral
ground. It is also an inclusive place where people can meet outside of societal
classes (Oldenburg 1999: 22–24). The library is all that – a neutral and inclusive
place. Under the fifth characteristic, entitled ‘The Regulars’, Oldenburg explains
that every regular once started as a newcomer and that the acceptance and inclu-
sion  of  newcomers  is  a  substantial  aspect  of  third  places.  According  Enders-
Slegers’s definition of the category ‘Social Integration’  animals positively affect
human social integration in the following ways: an individual sees him-/herself as
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a part of a group of cat or dog owners, the individual feels being part of society
due to the companion animal and outside contacts are more easily made due to the
companion animal. Even if it was not directly stated in the source material it is
likely that library cats have a positive impact on social integration in two ways.
First of all, they make the library a lively third place and thus increase the possi-
bility of patrons making new contacts. Secondly, they inspire collective efforts and
activities which automatically create a feeling of belonging to a group. 

It was explained in the previous section that patrons come more regularly to
the library to see the cat. A library cat even has the potential to win new patrons
for the library: “Initially they come to see Stacks, but then they start using the
library.” (Stacks 2016-01-25). Another librarian also states that “As time passed,
patrons and circulation increased.” (LCS 3/1995). An explanation for this could be
the fact that the cat not only inspires people to come to the library but even moti-
vates them to come back (LCS 2/1999) – and thus people slowly start to use the
library. This in itself is an inclusive process where new visitors are integrated into
the group of library patrons. There are also some references in the source material
regarding seasonal guests and people who come to visit from great distances:

When Benson’s winter visitors return, their first remark is ‘How is Boots?’ (LCS 3/1995)

Elsie is the most important celebrity in St. Helena. I try to get to the library to see her every
time I’m in town. (Elsie 2016-02-23)

Visitors arrive from Canada and California  ‘we read about your cats and came down from
Reno just to see them.’ (Reno is 45 miles away […]). (LCS 2/1987)

The library consequently becomes a meeting place where seasonal guests can meet
local citizens and where locals can meet distant visitors. When people come more
regularly to the library their chances for social contact also increase naturally and
the library turns into a lively meeting place.

The second way in which library cats positively affect social integration are
the collective efforts and activities which they inspire. Some libraries have for
example a naming contest shortly after the cat arrives at the library (LCS 2/1991;
2/1988). These usually involve the local community and could even be seen as the
starting point for the community’s collective efforts of care for the library cat. As
was explained earlier, library cats are usually not financed by tax money and thus
rely on donations by generous library patrons. This ‘opportunity for nurturance’ is
an important way for patrons to actively express their appreciation for the library
cat. It also makes them a part of the group of caring patrons which might generate
a  feeling  of  belonging  and  involvement.  This  can  even  strengthen  the  whole
community’s sense of cohesion as the following example indicates. The library cat
of the Boise Basin Public Library in Idaho City, Laser Cat, was hit by a truck and:
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[…] the town rallied to Laser cat’s plight, [..] ‘pulled out all stops’ in an effort to save his life.
Not only did the local school raise money by having sales, but children gave of their spending
money. Cans for donations appeared in bars, offices, stores, and restaurants. (LCS 2/1992) 

It is the collective care that probably creates the strongest feeling of social inte-
gration in the sense that Enders-Slegers defined in her theory. Other examples for
collective activities are birthday and anniversary parties which are held for the
library cat. They create a sense of belonging as people assemble to celebrate the
cat. For Trixie’s birthday party in 2016 children were invited to participate in cat
themed crafts which among other things included the building of cardboard box
cat  beds  (Trixie  2016-10-26).  And for  Stacks’s  birthday last  year  a  local  pre-
kindergarten made a collective effort when they collected presents for Stacks and
then donated them in a collective box to the library (Stacks 2016-05-16).  The
birthday parties even offer a chance for people of all ages to meet and celebrate
their common interest which is the local library cat.

6.5 Opposition

In this  following  chapter  I  shall  present  and  discuss  what  kind  of  opposition
library  cats  and  their  librarians  face.  The  Librarian  of  the  Aquatic  Research
Institute in Hayward, California, had cats in the library for 15 years and states that
“Students and researchers respect the library sentries, some are amused by them –
others casually ignore them.” (LCS 1/1989). She has been lucky with her patrons,
as there are some individuals  who are not content  with passive ignorance and
instead go to great lengths in order to have a library cat evicted. An overview over
the cases of opposition which were recorded in the source material can be found in
the appendix (Table 1).

Common sources for  complaints  are  health issues such as  allergies  and/or
asthma which make it difficult for some individuals to be around cats. Especially
in the first few numbers of the newsletter allergy related problems were discussed
and one librarian stated that “the allergic patron is a real consideration when a cat
is considered for residence” (LCS 5/1989). This becomes even clearer when one
considers the following three cases of evictions. 

Raymond had already been staying at the library for 10 years when contro-
versy over his  presence arose.  It was a complaint  by an allergic patron which
caused the Library Board to ban Raymond from the library (LCS Holiday Issue
1987). Libby, the library cat at Bookcliff Middle School, has a similar story. One
of the parents  was opposed to  Libby right  from the start  as her son who was
attending the school was allergic. The library then provided individual services to
the son and was able to keep Libby at the library for one and a half years. After
hearing of a case where an allergic boy nearly died when he came in contact with
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dusty gym mats the mother of the allergic boy at Bookcliff Middle School did not
want to risk her son having any contact with Libby. The cat was thus banned from
the library and adopted by a teacher. As was noted earlier in chapter 6.3, Libby
was allowed to visit the school one day each quarter until all the students who
knew her had graduated (LCS 5/1989).  Library cat Boris  had also been at  the
library for about one and a half years when allergy complaints were raised against
him. The Library Advisory Board was somewhat more protective than the one in
Raymond’s case, but a county commissioner pointed out that the library possibly
violated the Americans with Disabilities Act and Boris had to leave the library
(LCS 1/2000). 

Similarly difficult is the situation if one of the staff members is allergic. In
Eddie and Peaches’ case, at the Alvan Bolster Ricker Memorial Library, a debate
was already going on about the cats when an allergic staff member was employed.
This then resulted in the cats’ eviction (LCS 2/1988). Another example is Dui
who also had to leave the library due to an allergic staff member (LCS 3/1998).

In those cases the library often seems powerless, but there are many other
cases  which  illustrate  how allergy complaints  can  be met,  the  risk of  allergic
reactions reduced and evictions avoided. The most common way in which allergy
complaints are met seems to be the offer to confine the cat to the staff area while
allergic or otherwise opposed patrons visit the library (LCS 5/1988). Phyllis Lahti
explains  that  one  patron  who  is  allergic  usually  called  before  she  visited  the
library so that the staff had time to remove Reggie and lock him in the office (LCS
1/1988).  At  the  Huachuca  City  Library  patrons  are  informed  about  the  cat’s
presence through a sign which also encourages allergic patrons to let  the staff
know when the cat should be kept out of the way (2/2002). Another library asked
their allergic patrons to use a cat-free library branch which was located only two
miles away (LCS 2/1999). 

Library employees  have also tried  different  ways to  reduce the  amount  of
allergens in the building. At one library the staff uses a product called ‘Allerpet’
on  their  library  cat  (LCS  5/1989).  Elsie,  too,  is  given  some  kind  of  allergy
reducing medicine and is brushed everyday and bathed twice a week. The staff at
Elsie’s library even had two high volume hepa-filters installed to make the library
as comfortable as possible for allergic patrons (Elsie 2012-08-01). In a comment
to a post from 2014, the administrator of the page explains that they have not had
any complaints and that even the building’s size might reduce the risk of allergic
reactions (Elsie 2014-09-13). According to a post from 2012, a meeting between
Elsie and a highly allergic patron did not result in any allergic reactions, which
indicates that the employees’ efforts are effective (Elsie 2012-08-21). 

While allergic patrons are commonly believed to be the most likely group to
oppose library cats it should also be noted that some allergic patrons even appre-
ciate  the  cat’s  presence as  they cannot  have  cats  of  their  own at  home (LCS
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2/1988; LCS 2/2002). This means that not all allergic patrons are automatically
opposed to the idea of a library cat.

When the staff at the Beech Grove Library adopted their first pair of library
cats they were surprised to hear that it was not allergies which caused complaints
but rather fear of cats (LCS 3/1998). They then decided to build a ‘cattery’ where
the  cats  stay during  the  day and they only run  free at  night.  Especially small
children might become scared if they are not used to animals. Therefore, the staff
at the Porter Public Library created a special poster where they asked parents to
stay with children under nine years, as unattended children might become fright-
ened. They also reminded the parents that it is their responsibility to keep an eye
on their children in public places (LCS 1/1992). Most libraries offer ailurophobes
– people afraid of cats – the same services they offer allergic patrons, namely to
lock the cat in the staff area if the patrons ask for it.

Another group which comes to mind when discussing opposition are people
with a strong dislike – or even hate for cats. In one case a library cat was removed
from the library as they had a neighbor who reportedly already had killed two cats
in  the  neighborhood  and  who  also  threatened  the  library  cat  (LCS  3/1998).
Otherwise the source material did not provide any more information about people
with  a  strong  dislike  for  cats.  Of  course  many  who  oppose  library  cats  are
perceived as  ‘cat-haters’, but many of the descriptions of complaints are vague
and do not always state the person’s motive. Some might not even dislike cats in
general but rather the idea of a cat in a public place like the library. In one case a
complaint was filed by a man who left his coat over a table at the library and the
library’s cat decided to sleep on it. Apparently this was cause enough to remove
the cat from the building (LCS Autumn 2001). 

Library cats might also be blamed for hurting patrons. Children are especially
‘at risk’ as they can be a little rough with the cats  at times.  The one example
which was reported in the source material was the one of Muffin’s eviction. One
of  the  trustees  seems  to  have  been allergic,  but  there  was  even  an  allegation
according to which “Muffin had taken an unprovoked swipe or two at several
children.” (LCS 1/1989). What makes this case of eviction so special is the fact
that two benefactors disinherited the library in protest. Whether Muffin really hurt
any children was not verified, but it demonstrates how important it is to choose a
cat with a suitable character. One librarian explains that they were not so lucky
with their second library cat which “got a little feisty with people in the library”
and they therefore decided to  find  him a new home (LCS 1/1991).  The ideal
library cat should be more like the one who lived at the Southern Peaks Public
Library in Colorado: “We’ve never had a problem with him biting or scratching
anyone. Occasionally, a child will get a bit rough with him, but he’s pretty tolerant
and will run away before he’ll strike out.” (LCS 2/1997).
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Moreover, free-roaming resident cats might cause a mess in the library, but so
far this does not seem to have caused any public complaints. Only two examples
have been found in the source material. One maintenance man has complained as
the cat seemed to have had a habit of getting into the trash container and spreading
part of the trash throughout the library (LCS 3/1988). And on Facebook the former
Library Director of Independence Public Library wrote that they, one morning,
found colored feathers everywhere (Trixie 2014-02-25).

Cats, even though they are rather independent animals, can still cause extra
work for the staff. The cat should be kept clean, someone needs to come and feed
them over the weekend and on holidays (if the cat is not taken home by a staff
member) and they need to be locked away if certain patrons are at the library.
Therefore, some staff members might see a library cat as a liability (LCS 2/1988).
This was reported in a letter from a Library Board Trustee where he also explains
that  another  concern  of  the  staff  members  was  that  the  cat  would  keep away
“would be patrons”. In the end there was so much controversy over the library cats
that the Board was in discord. Even though a vote at a Board meeting ended in
favor for the cats, they were removed from the library once an allergic librarian
was employed. This case illustrates how strenuous it can be to have a library cat if
one does not have complete support from the patrons, the Library Board and the
rest of the staff. 

Major problems, apart from possible health issues, are legal barriers and the
cats’ weak legal position. Some laws make it difficult for libraries to even acquire
a cat, as certain building and health codes prohibit animals in public places (LCS
Summer/Spring 2002). In a longer article in the newsletter’s Spring/Summer issue
of 2002 Paula Seeger reflects over library cats and the law and advises people to
conduct  research  and  inform  themselves  about  local  laws  and,  if  necessary,
contact local  lawmakers and ask them to amend certain laws so that  the local
library can employ a library cat. In order to convince people that certain laws need
to be amended, it is important to present convincing arguments for why a cat is a
great asset for the local library. In any case, it is a good idea to contact and discuss
this topic with an expert. A recent example illustrates the rather weak position of
library cats. A City Hall employee in White Settlement, Texas, was not allowed to
have a pet at work and then turned against Browser, the library cat. Browser had
already been at the library for five years, but the City Council still decided to ban
him from the library. It was only due to overwhelming national and even inter-
national support that they reversed their decision (Stacks 2016-07-03).

All in all the groups who were found to object to library cats were allergic
patrons,  ailurophobes  (fear  for  cats)  and people  with  a  strong dislike  of  cats.
Another potential group might be animal rights activists who might be concerned
about  the  cat  being alone  on weekends  or  getting  chased by children  all  day.
However,  this  is  just  a speculation  which was expressed by a  member  of  the
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Library Cat  Society (LCS 1/1997).  No  such  examples  were  documented.  The
arguments which were most commonly used by the opposition were health related
and  in  at  least  three  cases  the  complaining  individuals  contacted  officials  or
referred to the Americans with Disabilities Act. In some cases various complaints
came together and lead to the eviction of the library cat. However, in most cases it
seems to have been only one or two opposed patrons who succeeded in having the
cat evicted. This is also confirmed by a patron who stated that “one or two cat-
haters can win over a great number of cat-lovers on the type of argument used ‘We
must put human needs ahead of cat needs.’” (LCS Holiday Issue 1987). Once a
complaint is made, it is many different factors which determine whether a cat is
evicted or not. Much depends on the support of the patrons, the Library Board,
local officials and the general public. In the two most recent cases (Browser and
Penny) it was just the overall public support which saved the cats from eviction.
When Browser  was evicted  by the  White  Settlement  City Council,  the library
employees created a Facebook-page to raise awareness. It was their effort and the
following national and international support which saved Browser’s post as library
cat.  An easy way to  make  sure that  the  library has  the  patrons’  support  is  to
conduct a survey before a cat is adopted (see LCS Autumn 2001). In fact many
libraries who have owned cats seem to have only had occasional complaints (LCS
1/1988; LCS 3/1988).  There might be much controversy in the beginning of a
library cat’s tenure, but with a little bit of luck and patience the voices of oppo-
sition might just quiet down after a while. With the right amount of preparations
much of the controversy might even be avoided. More thoughts on this shall be
presented in the next chapter.
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7. Final Discussion

The purpose of this thesis was to analyze how library cats influence the library’s
role as third place in its local community. Oldenburg’s third place theory was used
as a theoretical framework and two subordinated research questions were formu-
lated. Research question two focused on the cats’ influence on human interaction
and conversation. The latter is a fundamental component of Oldenburg’s theory,
but  the concepts  concerning the communication  link  provided a  more detailed
theoretical framework for this question. Research question three focused on the
patrons’ attachment to library cats and sought to define its nature. The theoretical
concept that was chosen to underpin this question is Weiss’s theory on ‘social pro-
visions’ as applied by Enders-Slegers. 

The purpose of this final chapter is to present and discuss the study’s results
from a more comprehensive angle. The first three sections form the final discus-
sion while the last three sections discuss some additional questions like the future
prospects of library cats, the probability of library cats in Sweden and suggestions
for future research projects. 

7.1 The Library as Third Place in its Community

The primary purpose of this study was to find out if, and how, library cats affect
the library’s role as third place and Oldenburg’s theory was used as a theoretical
framework. 

The results in chapter six demonstrated that library cats strongly influence the
library’s atmosphere and in some degree even the conversations. Both atmosphere
and conversations became somewhat more light-hearted and playful. The cats also
made patrons feel more relaxed and at home which according to Enders-Slegers is
an indicator for attachment (Enders-Slegers 2000: 245). 

It is hard to measure if conversation really increased due to the cats, but they
definitely seem to inspire conversation between the patrons and the library staff
who functions as the main source of information concerning the cat. The cats not
only influence the character of the conversation but they even dominate as a topic
of  conversation  which  is  exactly  what  Bartash-Dawley (2015:  no  pagination)
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meant when she stated that cats mean that the library has a story to tell that goes
beyond its usual work. 

 Almost  no  evidence  was  found  regarding  the  communication  among  the
libraries’ patrons which makes an analysis impossible.  However, the following
codes were found regarding the communication between the library employees
and their patrons: the cats are used as conduits of remarks, they positively affect
how people are perceived and they serve as topics of novelty and identification.
Conversations are also inspired due to the patrons’ concern for the library cats.

Oldenburg’s theory focuses on people’s attachment to a place rather than on
the attachment  to  another living being. Therefore,  Enders-Slegers’s theory was
needed in order to analyze the patrons’ attachment to the library cat. The results
indicate that the patrons’ attachment is characterized by an emotional bond to the
cat as well as a bond of trust. Many patrons adopt a role as caretaker and express
their  emotional  attachment  through  regular  visits,  donations  and  their  overall
concern. For some patrons the library cat even functions as a surrogate cat. The
patrons seem to can count on the cat for company. The cats spend in fact a lot of
time near the entrance or at the information desk as if to ‘greet’ the visitors. The
cats even seem to share certain routines with some of the patrons. Library cats are
thus a stable part of people’s lives, especially for the children who grow up with
the cat.  These aspects  characterize the bond of trust  which exists  between the
patrons and the library cat.

Last but not least, library cats possibly even have a positive effect on social
integration at the library. First of all, the cats are people magnets and draw people
of different ages to the library. Regular visits also increase the patrons’ chances
for social interaction. Some people even come from places further away just to
visit the cat. The library thus becomes a place where locals and distant visitors can
meet. Secondly, collective efforts and activities concerning the library cat possibly
make people feel like they are part of a group and thus create a feeling of belong-
ing.

Based on these results it can be stated that library cats reinforce at least five of
Oldenburg’s eight third place characteristics. These are: (2) The Third place is a
Leveler, (3) Conversation as Main Activity, (5) The Regulars, (7) Playful Mood
and (8) A Home Away from Home.  The library as an institution  already is  a
traditional leveler, but as the cats are popular with people of all ages and even
draw non-library patrons and non-locals to the library it seems that they also have
the  potential  to  bring  people  from  different  backgrounds  and  societal  ranks
together which is positive for the library’s role as leveler. While it is hard to say if
conversation  can  be  seen  as  the  ‘main  activity’ it  is  clear  that  the  cats  have
positive effects on it. Library cats are a prioritized topic of conversation for many
patrons and they inquire after the cats as soon as they enter the library. The cats
function as Oldenburg’s so called ‘regulars’ who can always be expected to show

64



up and who strongly influence the atmosphere of the place. Finally, the results
demonstrate that the cats create a playful mood and that they make many patrons
feel relaxed and at home. Library cats consequently have a positive influence on
libraries as meeting places and are not just some cat-lover fancy. 

However, it can be argued that cats in libraries also have a negative influence
on the library’s inclusive character as some patrons might see the cat as a reason
to avoid the library due to allergies, fear or dislike for cats. While this is true it is
usually only a small number of patrons who are affected in this way. The source
material also provided evidence for cases in which even allergic patrons appre-
ciated the cat’s presence. It even became clear that the library employees are pre-
pared to compromise when patrons complain. In the end it thus seems like library
cats attract more people than they keep away.

While  the cats  seem to naturally affect the library in the above mentioned
ways, the library staff can also consciously employ their library cat to create a
sense of community. It became obvious in this study, that some libraries use social
media and similar information platforms to inform the patrons on the cat’s well-
being. They also use the library cat as a mascot for the library’s activities and
reading  promotion.  Collective  activities  like  naming  contests  and  anniversary
parties are also relevant for the social integration of patrons. The collective efforts
regarding the care of the cat are also potentially important as they offer the patrons
an opportunity for nurturance. If library cats were financed through the library’s
budget, it would probably reduce the patrons’ sense of involvement and the library
cat might feel less like a community pet. It is possibly this notion of nurturance
which gets the whole community involved. This type of collective involvement
might even strengthen the overall sense of community. If one wants to strengthen
the library’s role as a third place, with the help of a library cat, it is important to
get the public involved. It creates a lively meeting place as well as strengthens the
cat’s position in the case of complaints. At least in the two most recent cases of
eviction it  was the overwhelming public support which saved the resident cats
from being evicted.

7.2 Acquiring and Keeping a Library Cat

Research question number four focuses on the controversy which some libraries
have to face when they acquire a library cat. My results reveal that the majority of
complaints stem from opposed patrons, but sometimes also from staff or board
members. The main reasons for complaints are health issues such as allergies or
asthma. Further causes of complaints are fear and dislike of cats. Possible aggres-
sive behavior of the cat can also be a concern. 
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The libraries usually meet opposition with the willingness to compromise and
offer for example to temporarily confine the cat when an opposed patron visits the
library.  Some  also  offer  individual  services  such  as  to  deliver  books  to  the
patron’s home.  The library staff  thus makes an effort  to  diminish the negative
impacts which library cats might have on the libraries’ services. They also take
allergy complaints  seriously and  try to  keep  the  amount  of  allergens  low.  In
chapter 6.5 it was discovered that these efforts include regular cleaning of both the
cat and the library, the use of allergy inhibitors and good ventilation. Among the
presented cases of opposition, nine cases led to the eviction of the cat and in the
remaining six cases the eviction could be avoided. Whether a cat can stay at a
library seems to depend on a variety of factors, but it is especially important to
have the support of the library board as well as the public. Nonetheless, the legal
position of library cats is rather weak and a few opposed individuals are sufficient
to have a cat evicted. 

Based on my results I would now like to discuss which steps can be taken to
successfully instate a cat at a library as well as to offer some thoughts on how the
legal position of library cats might be strengthened.

There are certain steps which should be taken before a library can acquire a
resident cat. Some time and reflection should be invested on the idea in order to
ascertain whether a cat really is suitable for the library or whether the library is
suitable for a cat. Factors like the size and location of the library, a sensitive alarm
system and self-service hours need to be considered. Laws that apply and could
prohibit  the acquisition  of a  library cat  must  also be taken into consideration.
Another vital step is to discuss the possibility of a resident cat with the rest of the
staff and the library board. Research results, previous cases and information from
the  Library  Cat  Society’s  newsletters  may  proof  useful  in  such  discussions.
Another necessary step in the preparation process is to decide who among the staff
is  to be responsible for the care of the cat and who is to come and feed the cat on
weekends and holidays.  It is also possible to send the cat home with one of the
staff members during longer holidays.

Furthermore, it is advisable to conduct a survey in order to find out what the
library’s patrons think about the idea. If the patrons do not approve of the idea, the
library might have to face too much opposition for the project to succeed. As
became clear in chapter 6.5, it is vital to have the public’s support. The patrons’
opinions should therefore be included in the decision-making process.

Moreover, there is the issue of choosing a suitable cat.  It  is fundamental for
the success of the project to choose a cat, or a specific cat race, with a calm and
suitable temperament. It is also possible to acquire a race which is suitable for
allergic  people  and thus  lowers  the  risk of  allergic  reactions.  Another  consid-
eration could be to have the cat certified as a therapy animal which could possibly
strengthen the cat’s legal position and legitimize the whole project. 
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However, one of the most relevant steps is to inform and educate the public.
Posters and signs can be an effective way to inform the public that there is a cat in
the building and to prevent negative surprises. But the information flow should
not stop there. It is advisable to inform the public about allergy risks and all the
planning and precautions which have been taken in order to make everyone feel
welcome at the library. People who are still doubtful towards the idea of a library
cat  might  be  reassured  when  they understand  that  the  advantages  and  disad-
vantages have been carefully considered. It is therefore important  that the public
understands why the decision was made and in which ways the cat benefits the
library. When it comes to children it could also be advisable to plan some intro-
ductory events where they can meet the library cat under supervision and learn
how to behave around the cat. 

The willingness  to  compromise  and to  allow feedback from the  public  is
another vital factor. A guest book or a follow-up survey are only two examples of
how the library can encourage the public to share their opinion.

If it really is impossible for a library to acquire a resident cat, it does not have
to mean that the library cannot involve animals in their services at all. Maybe,
instead of a free-roaming cat, the library could keep a cat in a limited part of the
building as for example a second floor or a reading room. Another possibility
could be to house a cat only one or two days per week or in connection with some
library events like a children’s reading project. If there is an animal shelter some-
where in the library’s vicinity, it  could also be possible to initiate a cooperation
like the “Book Buddies program” in Berks County where the children go to the
shelter to read to the cats. There are thus many ways in which animals can be in-
corporated into library services.

7.3 Previous Research 

As I mentioned in  my literature  review,  there is  an earlier  Master’s  thesis  on
library cats which was written by Deborah S. McMillan in 1993. Our results are
only partly comparable as she had a slightly different perspective on the topic.
McMillan sent out a questionnaire to 51 libraries and studied both the staffs’ and
the patrons’ attitudes towards the cats. She also studied the publicity and oppo-
sition concerning library cats. I, on the other hand, focused solely on the patrons’
relationship to the cats as well as the cats’ impact on social interaction and the
library’s role as meeting place. Nonetheless, I would like to compare her results
with mine as far as this is possible

When patrons were asked in what way a library cat benefits the library they
answered that a cat, among other things, creates an atmosphere of constancy and
stability and also adds a friendly note to the library. A cat makes the library em-
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ployees more approachable and it attracts patrons and motivates them to return –
among them even distant visitors (LCS 3/1993). Similar observations were made
in my study. First of all, the library cat was identified as a so called ‘regular’ and a
bond of trust was found to exist between the patrons and the cat who seems to
create a feeling of stability – especially when the cat is  allowed to stay at the
library long enough for children to grow up with the cat. Secondly, evidence was
found which indicates that resident cats create a friendly atmosphere. This also has
a positive effect on how people are perceived and makes them more approachable.
Moreover,  even  my results  show that  library cats  have  the  potential  to  draw
interested  locals  as  well  as  distant  visitors  to  the  library.  Many visitors  keep
returning  as  they  form  an  emotional  attachment  to  the  cat  and  according  to
Oldenburg even the playful mood makes them reluctant to leave and urges them to
come back (Oldenburg 1999: 38). 

When the library employees were asked to explain what benefits library cats
created for them,  they stated that  they provide company,  they create  a relaxed
atmosphere and that they serve as a common point of interest and concern (LCS
3/1993). The same benefits were found in my study with regard to the libraries’
patrons. The fact that the library cat serves as a common point of interest and
concern was even found to increase the conversation between the patrons and the
library’s employees. In McMillan’s study both staff and patrons also stated that a
cat creates a homey atmosphere which also matches my results (LCS 3/1993).

Some factors which were mentioned in McMillan’s thesis  but not in mine
were that the cat promotes goodwill and loyalty to the library and that it creates
good publicity. The employees also stated that the cat does not lessen productivity
in the workplace (LCS 3/1993). These factors were not found in my study as they
were not relevant for the research questions. However, it was found in my study
that the patrons create an emotional bond towards the cat and that they generously
donate  and support  the  cat.  It  is  not  impossible  that  this  emotional  bond and
support  might  even  be  extended  to  include  the  library  as  a  whole.  And  the
Facebook-pages are definitely proof for the cats’ potential to create publicity for
the library.

In McMillan’s study 36 out of 51 libraries reported that they had received
complaints. The main reasons for complaints were allergies, followed by fear of
cats and dislike of cats (LCS 3/1993). The same was found in my study. Both of
our studies revealed that the majority of complaints come from patrons, but also
from board members and library employees. The most common reaction to such
complaints is the offer to confine the cat temporarily,  followed by the offer to
provide individual services to opposed patrons and to apply an allergy inhibitor.
McMillan  then  continued  with  a  more  detailed  analysis  of  cases  of  opposi-
tion/eviction and collected suggestions from the library staff.
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However, McMillan’s thesis is not the only previous research that my study
can be related to. Therefore, I would even like to say a few words with regard to
the research which was presented in the literature overview. Research in the field
of  Human–Animal  Studies  has  shown that  animals  have  a  relaxing  effect  on
humans and some academic libraries have started to offer therapy dog sessions
during exam periods. Numerous statements in my source material indicated the
same.  The therapeutic  effects  which  animals  have are partly achieved through
physical touch and routines or certain responsibilities which bring stability and
structure into a patient’s life. Both of those notions were important for the library
patrons in my study as well. Two library cats were even reported to have been
taken to visit nursing homes and in some cases the cat was observed to have paid
special attention to people with special needs (Stacks 2010-10-15; Elsie 2016-05-
04). Furthermore, Browser was repeatedly found in the company of children who
seemed to read to him. This proves that library cats can adopt a similar role as the
so called reading dogs. 

In this study, Enders-Slegers’s theoretical framewok was used to analyze what
kind of  attachment  patrons form towards the library cat.  Even though Enders-
Slegers  used it  to  study the relationship  between the  elderly and their  pets,  it
worked well even with library cats and patrons. In her original study, the results
indicated that the three most  important  aspects of the relationship between the
elderly and their pets were  ‘attachment’,  ‘opportunity for nurturance’ and  ‘reas-
surance  of  worth’  (Enders-Slegers  2000:  247).  Even in  my results  these  three
aspects were found to be most important for the patron–library cat relationship.
There are, however, some slight differences between the two analyzed relation-
ships. First of all, library patrons do not seem to experience any negative aspects
of caregiving as for example the need to be home by a specific time to feed or
walk the pet. The patrons are under no obligation as the primary responsibility lies
with the library employees. Secondly, the aspect of ‘reliable alliance’ seems to be
more  important  in  the  patron–library cat  relationship,  considering  that  it  was
ranked the lowest in the elderly–pet relationship which Enders-Slegers studied. 

Last but not least, the theories concerning the communication link proved to
be very useful for this  study’s purposes. Library cats  are consequently suitable
objects of study for further research on the communication link.

That  so  many aspects  from different  areas  of  research  were  found  in  the
results of my study proves that cats in libraries can be used for more than just
rodent control. They serve in fact several purposes. They can be used for rodent
control, as therapy animals in literacy programs or as stressbusters in academic
libraries, but first and foremost they improve some of the third place character-
istics and turn libraries into lively meeting places in their communities. 
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7.4 The Future of Library Cats

Of course it is impossible to give a correct prognosis for the future, but I wanted to
at least summarize and discuss the hints and statements which I found regarding
the future prospects of library cats. 

In the United States it was the Library Cat Society which served as an impor-
tant network for all those concerned with and interested in the fate of library cats.
The last newsletter which I have in my source material is the autumn/winter issue
from 2002 and there was no remark anywhere announcing that this would be the
last issue. A few years earlier, in 1996 and 1997, financial difficulties and a lack
of solidarity were mentioned (LCS 1/1996; LCS 1/1997). During the years 2000
and 2001 it was repeatedly stated how unstable the Library Cat Society was (LCS
1/2000; LCS Autumn 2001). In addition, Phyllis Lahti, founder of the Library Cat
Society, seemed to have had some health issues in the mid-1990s (Gary Roma
2017-04-26). It seems that all these factors together have in some way contributed
to the Library Cat Society’s end.

An article  from 2016 states  that  Stacks  at  the Lichtfield  Public  Library is
“believed to be the last full-time, free-ranging library cat in Illinois” (Schoenberg
2016). According to the article there were at least five resident cats in libraries
across the state. Six years later only two are left and Lisa Rogak, co-author of the
book on Baker & Taylor, explains that the same trends can be seen in other states
as well. As there is no central list which is kept up-to-date anymore, it is hard to
say for sure how many library cats currently exist and if their numbers really have
declined. It is also important to note that the article states that Stacks supposedly
is the last “full-time, free-ranging library cat” which means that there possibly are
other cats in libraries, but which might not be resident cats. 

However, the trend seems to be declining and the potential reasons, which are
described  in  the  article,  include  allergy  concerns,  the  perceived  “digital  age
pressure  to  seem  ‘modern’ and  ‘relevant’,  [and]  a  highly  litigious  society”
(Schoenberg 2016). Library cats can also be a struggle for the library staff as they
have to face possible opposition. This struggle might also be one of the motives
for libraries that previously had library cats to decide against getting a new one
once the old cat passed away. 

The ‘digital age pressure’ which was mentioned in the article also seems to be
a negative factor for library cats. With the growing pressure of digital information
services, libraries everywhere see themselves forced to highlight their importance
and legitimacy. Some libraries focus on making the library a place for learning
and productiveness which is the complete opposite of a cozy neighborhood library
which  allows  for  company,  laughter  and relaxation.  However,  as  I see  it,  the
increasing  professionalization  and  depersonalization  of  some  libraries  makes
libraries which serve as third places even more important. This would also mean
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that the benefits of library cats would be more sought after again. One member of
the Library Cat Society wrote: “The LCS newsletter provides reassurance to those
of us who think it’s important that libraries don’t become places of technological
wizardry only.” (LCS 1/1999). The more can be done on the computer, the greater
is the need for social interaction with other living beings.

There is yet another way in which new technologies threaten the existence of
library cats. In 1994 one librarian wrote in a letter to the Library Cat Society that
their resident cat had to leave the library due to the new security alarm system.
The system detects the slightest movement and therefore made it impossible for
the  cat  to  stay (LCS 1/1994).  Another  member  proposed in  a  later  issue  that
library cats could be kept in a ‘cattery’ or some kind of limited space at night or
that the cat could follow home with one of the staff members each evening (LCS
3/1995). Maybe, after some thought and compromise, a solution could be found,
but it is clear that alarm systems pose a serious obstacle for library cats. 

As an additional problem I see the rise of self-service libraries. While it has
great advantages for the patrons, who can enter the library even outside of its
opening hours, it does not seem to be compatible with library cats. It seems rather
risky as there would not be any staff member in the library during self-service
hours to supervise the cat and the patrons. An opposed patron could harm the cat
or take it away. A possible solution could be to lock the cat in the staff area at
night, so that the patrons cannot get to the cat when there are no staff members at
the library. 

In the above sections I mainly discussed negative aspects, but there might also
be positive ones such as the positive developments in the Human–Animal Studies
and the growing number of Animal-Assisted Interventions in libraries (reading
dog projects, dogs as stressbusters). These developments might be positive for the
presence of animals in libraries, but there are undoubtedly many obstacles which
complicate the establishment of resident library cats. 

7.5 Library Cats in Sweden

As I am studying Library and Information Science at a Swedish Institution I would
also  like  to  briefly  discuss  the  possibility  of  having  library  cats  at  Swedish
libraries. There was no evidence in the source material which would indicate that
there has been a library cat in Sweden. In fact one of the Swedish members of the
Library Cat Society wrote: “I’m afraid there are no library cats in our country. We
have very strict  regulations  concerning furred  animals  in  public  places  due to
allergies.” (LCS 3/1995). In 2011 a kitten was abandoned among the bookshelves
at the public library in Lysekil in the south of Sweden. While the library staff was
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fond of the small creature and took care of it, it seemed to be out of the question
that the kitten should stay at the library (Johnsson 2011).

Library Cats in Sweden would face the same problems as their cousins in the
United States: allergies and legislation. Maybe the legislation concerning animals
in public  places is  even stricter  here than in  the US.  However,  the successful
stories of library cats in the US show that compromises and enough support can
make  it  work.  A  major  problem  in  a  country  where  library  cats  are  not  as
common,  is,  in  my opinion,  the  ideology.  According to  Beck-Friis  there  isn’t
much Swedish research on the human–animal bond and the use of animals in the
healthcare sector is not very common either (Garp 2015: 20). There also seems to
be an ideological distance between the library as an institution and animals  in
general. It will be difficult to establish resident library cats in Sweden as long as
people see the combination of libraries and animals as absurd. One indication for
how absurd the idea of a library cat seems to be for some is Gothenburg Public
library’s April  Fool’s joke in which they announced that they would acquire a
library  cat  (Stadsbibliotek  Göteborg  2017).  However,  in  the  end  the  joke
generated many positive reactions which shows that even if the idea of having a
library cat seems somewhat controversial, there are still many people who would
appreciate a library cat. In an answer to my comment on the library’s website a
member  of  the  staff  wrote  that  they  have  many  animal  lovers  among  the
employees  and  that  the  overall  positive  reactions  to  the  joke  were  somewhat
encouraging. Also, during the last few years literacy programs involving reading
assistance dogs have been established even in Sweden. With the help of these
kinds  of  programs  maybe  the  divide  between  libraries  and  animals  can  be
diminished. 

Since  the  well-known library cats,  Dewey Readmore  Books  and  Baker  &
Taylor, library cats have received much more attention. The Library Cat Society
also  played  a  major  role  in  advocating  and  spreading  the  idea  –  even  inter-
nationally. The invention of the internet probably also played a fundamental role
in this and modern library cats like Trixie, Elsie, Browser B Katz and Stacks now
have many international followers on Facebook. In 1991 one Library Cat Society
member wrote that it is a trend and that many more libraries would acquire cats
(LCS 1/1991). In fact many changes in the working world are connected to trends
and periodical  changes on demand (Tengblad 2006: 36).  In the future,  maybe,
there will be a similar trend in Sweden as there was in the United States. Even if
resident cats might not become completely common, maybe at least the use of
animals in a library environment and in different library activities will  become
more accepted.
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7.6 Future Research

As library cats are a rather small phenomenon in the library sector, there probably
is not a great need for more research. There are, however, many different aspects
which could be explored in future research projects. First of all, a follow-up study
to  my  thesis  could  focus  more  on  the  effects  that  library  cats  have  on  the
communication and interaction among the library’s patrons. This might even be a
research topic for the Human–Animal Studies, which so far, have mainly focused
on  the  elderly,  children,  handicapped  and  the  sick  in  studies  regarding  the
communication link. The library and its patrons would function as a new environ-
ment and study object in which the communication link could be analyzed.

Furthermore, there is a need to study the history of library cats and especially
the history of cats in European libraries. It would be great if science could shed
some light on this aspect, but one of the Library Cat Society’s members points out
that there might be some difficulties, as for example the sparse and often anec-
dotal documentation due to which the history of library cats might never be told
(LCS 1/1997).

More  recently,  numerous  studies  were  conducted  regarding  the  effect  of
animals on children’s literacy skills. Even though these studies mostly focus on
reading assistance dogs, I do not think there will be a need for similar studies on
cats, as the effects probably are the same. Therefore, I decided to focus on the
social impact of library cats. Another possible perspective for the further study of
library cats could be their impact on public relations and library marketing. In his
opinion article Lund talks about Dewey Readmore Books and draws connections
to brand loyalty and the emotional connection of customers (Lund 2011: 50).

Further areas of study could include library cats  in children’s literature,  as
there are numerous books which feature library cats, or a study on library cats
from a gender perspective, as the members of the Library Cat Society seem to
have been mainly female (Lahti 1992: 3). It could even be interesting to study the
association  of  cats  and  books,  especially  for  researchers  concerned  with  the
history of ideas.
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8. Summary

Traditionally libraries  housed cats  because they kept  rodents  away.  In modern
society, rodents do not seem to be a major problem anymore and there are many
alternative ways to get rid of them. Nowadays cats in libraries seem to fulfill other
purposes. The goal of this study was to find out in what way library cats influence
the library’s role as third place. Three more research questions were formulated
which highlighted three different aspects such as how cats influence communi-
cation and social interaction, what kind of attachment patrons form towards the
cat and what opposition libraries with resident cats have to face.

Oldenburg’s third place theory served as a theoretical concept in the analysis
of the empirical data. It was combined with two more theories from the field of
Human–Animal  Studies.  Enders-Slegers  adjusted version of  Weiss’s  theory on
‘social provisions’ was used to analyze the relationship between the patrons and
the library cat and concepts explaining the  ‘communication link’ were used to
analyze the cats’ effect on human communication.

A content analysis was conducted on a source material which consisted of 44
newsletters from the Library Cat Society and four current library cats’ Facebook-
pages. These documents cover a time period which stretches from 1987 to 2016
(with a gap between 2002 and 2009).

The results show that library cats create a playful and relaxing atmosphere and
that the majority of patrons enjoy their presence. The patrons form an emotional
bond as well as a bond of trust towards the resident cats. Their attachment is ex-
pressed  through  regular  visits  and  donations  of  various  kinds.  Conversation
between patrons and the library employees increases as the staff members serve as
sources of information regarding everything that has to do with the cat. A library
cat also dominates as a topic of conversation and inspires light-hearted conver-
sations. The most common reasons for complaints are allergies as well as fear and
dislike of cats  and come mainly from library patrons,  but even from staff and
library board members.

Library cats strengthen five of Oldenburg’s eight third place characteristics
and thus positively affect the library’s role as meeting place. The source material
even included evidence which indicates that the cats have a therapeutic value for
some of the patrons. Cats in libraries thus fulfill several purposes and can be used
for more than just rodent control.
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10. Appendix 1: Cases of Opposition

Source Cat/Library Motive Taken Measures Outcome

LCS 
Holiday 
Issue 
1987

Smokey (California) Allergic teachers 
+ dislike for cats

Evicted 

LCS 
Holiday 
Issue 
1987

Raymond (Port Townsend
Public Library, 
Washington)

Allergic patron Library Board 
instructed that 
Raymond should 
leave the library

Evicted

LCS 
1/1988

Reggie (Bryant Public 
Library)

Allergic patron Patron calls before 
visits, Reggie is then 
confined to the office

Not evicted

LCS 
1/1989

Muffin (Putnam Valley 
Free Library, New York)

Allergic trustee + 
allegations of cat 
attacking children

Two patrons 
disinherited library 
after the eviction

Evicted

LCS 
5/1989

Libby (Bookcliff Middle 
School)

Allergic son Individual services 
for the son

Evicted

LCS 
1/2000

Boris (Klamath County 
Library, Oregon)

Allergy 
complaints

Library Board was 
still in favor of the cat
until a county 
commissioner pointed
out the legal risk 
under the Americans 
With Disabilities Act

Evicted

LCS
2/2002

Max (Paxton Carnegie 
Library)

Allergy 
complaints

”Doing our best to 
accomodate these 
patrons”, hoping that 
the architectures 
building minimizes 
allergy problems

Not evicted

LCS
3/1998

Dui (Kitsap Regional 
Library, Washington)

Allergic staff 
member

Evicted

LCS
2/1988

Eddie and Peaches (Alvan
Bolster Ricker Memorial 
Library, Maine)

Complaints, 
liability, keep 
away patrons, 
conflicted Library
Board, new staff 
member allergic

Evicted
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LCS 
Autumn 
2001

Unknown Complaint by a 
patron (Patron left
his jacket on a 
table in the library
and the cat slept 
on it)

Evicted

Elsie 
2013-03-
29

Penny (Swansea Public 
Library)

Complaint by a 
patron 
(unspecified)

Patron withdrew the 
complaint after so 
many supported the 
cat

Not evicted

LCS 
4/1991

L.C. (Flathead County 
Library)

Controversy L.C. appeared on 
local TV and the 
opposition quieted 
down

Not evicted

Stacks 
2016-07-
03 (link 
to 
Huffingto
n Post)

Browser (White 
Settlement Public Library,
Texas)

Controversy (City
employee could 
not have a pet at 
work, started anti-
cat fuss)

City Council voted to
evict Browser, 
Library started a 
Facebook-page to 
raise awareness, after 
strong public protest 
the City Council 
reversed the decision

Not evicted

LCS 
3/1998

Charles Dickens (Putnam 
District Library, 
Michigan)

Hate for cats 
(neighbor)

The neighbor had 
already killed two 
cats and threatened 
the library cat; it 
seems the staff 
removed him from 
the library willingly 
to protect him

Evicted

LCS
3/1988

Booker (Robert J. Kleberg
Library, Texas)

Opposed patron 
(motives not 
specified)

Patron called a 
County 
Commissioner, who 
called the Health 
Department who 
approached the 
librarian. Librarian 
contacted County 
Judge who gave 
permission.

Not evicted
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