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Promoting the welfare of shelter cats through the use of environmental enrichment  

Introduction 

The last two decades has seen a growing concern for the welfare, well-being, and humane handling of shelter animals.  

Environmental stressors are recognized as a serious issue in shelter environments and their effects of stress in cats are well-

established. Research has shown that measures of disruption that affect the social and behavioural environment of cats and impact 

on their welfare can be redressed by enrichment strategies (Overall & Dyer, 2005). To this end, a behaviour enrichment program 

has been developed for use in a cat shelter to enhance the quality of life for confined cats. 

 

Animal welfare 

Animal welfare is a complex issue, not only in terms of how it is defined but in how it is measured. Fraser (Fraser, Weary, Pajor, & 

Milligan, 1997) defines animal welfare as referring to an animal’s quality of life and describes three inter-related concepts or  

approaches to animal welfare: basic health and biological functioning, affective emotional states, and performance of natural  

behaviour. These concepts represent independent but overlapping criteria that are used to assess the welfare of animals. However 

the term animal welfare is a value-ridden one and may therefore mean different things to different groups of people. Certain 

groups may emphasize basic health and biological functioning; others may emphasize the affective emotional state of the animal, 

while still others may put more weight on the performance of natural behaviour (Hazel, McArther, Signal, & Taylor, 2013).  

 

The problem arises when certain of these criteria are emphasized to the exclusion or detriment of others. According to Fraser 

(2008), while the three concepts represent independent criteria in the pursuit of animal welfare, they are not mutually exclusive to 

the extent that emphasizing one area to the exclusion of the others does not ensure or improve the welfare of the animal. What 

is needed, therefore, is a holistic approach to animal welfare that takes into account all three concepts. 

 

The complexity of animal welfare extends further than just how it is defined, but also to how it is measured. Welfare per se is not 

subjective although we may struggle to measure it. The actual welfare of an animal can be measured objectively in terms of the 

state of the animal in relation to its environment, i.e. its ability to cope with its environment. The measurement of animal welfare 

requires that a range of welfare indicators be used: these typically include combinations of physical, physiological and behavioural 

measures (Broome, 1991).   
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When evaluating the shelter animal’s welfare, it is important to not only take into account the three inter-related concepts  

associated with welfare as described above, but also to view the animal’s welfare state on a continuum from poor to good (Fraser, 

2008). In other words, a shelter animal may be assessed as having good welfare from the standpoint of the absence of clinical signs 

of disease or injury, and yet be suffering from anxiety caused by separation from its owner, an indicator of poor welfare.  

Furthermore, the environmental conditions necessary to ensure good welfare in a shelter environment will vary from individual to 

individual, necessitating an idiopathic approach to welfare and its assessment (A Code of Practice for Canadian Cattery  

Operations, 2009). 

 

 The Five Freedoms 

In an effort to promote the welfare of individual animals, many organizations responsible for animal care around the world have 

adopted the principle of the Five Freedoms (Farm Animal Welfare Council, 1979). The principle asserts that animals should have 

freedom from hunger and thirst, freedom from discomfort, freedom from pain, injury or disease, freedom to express normal  

behaviour, and freedom from fear and distress. The principle presents a clear framework for the analysis of welfare and, according 

to the World Veterinary Association (WVA), is an essential part of the provision of care for animals (Edwards & Schneider, 2005).  

 

When applied effectively, the principle of the Five Freedoms addresses each of the three inter-related concepts associated with 

welfare: however, to effectively apply this principle to shelter animals, it is important to have knowledge of species-specific  

behaviour and behavioural needs, the ability to recognize behavioural and clinical signs of disease and pain, an understanding of 

individual preferences (dependent on age and previous experience), and the resources to provide the relevant environmental and 

social enrichment. In many animal shelters, control of disease represents the main concern guiding animal care practices, and  

conditions and available resources preclude the effective application of the Five Freedoms principle. In fact, confinement in a  

shelter often results in negative states that impact on the animals’ well-being and adoptability, thereby threatening their welfare  

(Gourkow, 2001). 

 

Stress 

Stress is widely considered to be an important positive factor in an animal’s ability to respond effectively to its changing  

environment. Stress serves several key functions including promoting physical and physiological adaptation. However the term is 

also used to refer to an aversive state in which an animal is unable to adapt completely to stressors and the resulting stress and 

consequently manifests abnormal physiological or behavioural responses (Griffin & Hume, 2005). In a shelter environment, there 

are enormous opportunities for introducing stressors and inducing stress. Stressors in the shelter environment include illness, 

transport, overcrowding, isolation, odors, noise, handling, restraint, unpredictable caretaking procedures, the absence of familiar 

human contact, and the presence of unfamiliar human contact (Griffin & Hume, 2005). Underlying all of these are confinement-

specific stressors that stem from a lack of control. One of the greatest stressors of housed animals is their perceived or actual 

inability to control many aspects of their environment. Researchers argue that control is essential for the behavioural and  

physiological well-being of the animal (Morgan & Tromborg, 2007). 

 

Recognizing stress in any species requires an appreciation of the physical and behavioural needs of the animal. The domestic cat is 

a complex creature whose needs are unique compared with most other domesticated species. Despite a decade of research into 

the impact that the environment can have on a cat’s welfare, their behavioural needs and responses often go unrecognized or are 

misunderstood. One of these needs is the opportunity for active behavioural coping strategies. Coping is the act of lessening the 

negative impact of stressors (Griffin & Hume, 2005). For the cat, one of the major psychological stressors in a shelter environment 

is the lack of opportunity to exhibit normal and important coping strategies, e.g. hiding (Kry & Casey, 2007). When the cat  

perceives a stressor as inescapable or uncontrollable, it is unable to cope and the resulting stress may be sustained (Griffin & 

Hume, 2005). Among other welfare implications, sustained stress is associated with impaired immune system function, making  

disease more likely to occur (Gourkow, 2001).  

 

Over the past decade, a number of studies have been conducted to determine ways to evaluate stress in housed cats by measuring 

both physiological and behavioural indicators of stress (Griffin & Hume, 2005). Where urine cortisol levels were measured, the 

studies reported elevated concentrations in cats that were housed in impoverished conditions, and/or experienced unpredictable 

caretaking and handling, overcrowding, and insufficient hiding places. Researchers have suggested that while physiological measures 

are useful indicators of short-term stress, behavioural indicators are a more useful measure for long-term stress (Gourkow, 2001). 

Behaviour is also one of the most easily observed indicators of welfare and therefore the most useful measure to use in shelter 

environments. Behavioural indicators of stress under poor housing conditions include a suppression of active exploratory and play 

behaviour, inhibition of self maintenance behaviour, withdrawal behaviour, defensive behaviour, aggressive behaviour, and  
disruptive behaviour. Furthermore, cats that remained confined for long periods without benefit of exercise, stimulation or  

companionship may show signs of activity depression and withdrawal, both of which are part of passive defense behaviour common 

to cats (Griffin & Hume, 2005; McCobb, et al., 2005).  

 

Environmental enrichment 

Research has linked environmental enrichment to a reduction in stress and an improvement in welfare. Environmental enrichment 

is a dynamic process that involves the enhancement of an animal’s physical or social environment (Ellis, 2009; Gourkow & Fraser, 

2006). Environmental enrichment in the shelter environment addresses the issues of what cats need as well as what cats want. The 

first issue may be perceived as targeting those requirements necessary to maintain the physical wellbeing, or health, of the cats and 

providing an environment that addresses behavioural needs. The second issue may be perceived as targeting a positive emotional 

state for the cat.  
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Behaviour Enrichment Program 

Animal shelters have many incentives to reduce the stress experienced by animals in their care, thus improving their welfare.  

Reducing stress is likely to result in improved tractability, a reduced incidence of disease, and increased adoptability. The Behaviour 

Enrichment Program that has been implemented at the Cat Haven Animal Shelter in Western Australia was designed with these 

goals in mind. The design of the program is based on extensive study of the behaviour of the domestic cat, and ongoing analysis of 

the literature on housed cats and the effects of environmental enrichment. Its design has also been influenced by a manual written 

by psychologist and behaviourist Tamzin Barber. The Behaviour, Enrichment and Rehoming Program for Confined Cats (Barber, 

2007) is based on programs used at shelters in the United Kingdom and British Columbia, and has been successfully used since 

2007 in the Veterinary School at the University of Queensland. 

 

Similar to Barber’s program, the Behaviour Enrichment Program at the Cat Haven utilizes environmental intervention strategies 

with the goal of increasing the behavioral choices available to the cats, providing opportunities for species-appropriate behaviors 

including coping strategies, reducing environment related stress, and improving adoptability. In combination with the excellent  

routine daily care of the animals provided by kennel staff and the ongoing health care provided by the shelter’s veterinarians, the 

Behaviour Enrichment Program supports a more effective application of the Five Freedoms principle towards improving cat  

welfare.  

 

The Behaviour Enrichment Program is designed to be implemented by teams of trained volunteers at the shelter. Ultimately, it is 

expected that all individuals who interact with the shelter cats will be involved in the program: however given the resources  

available, with the exception of the staff’s daily monitoring sheets, initial implementation of the program has been restricted to 

trained volunteers. Under the supervision of a behavioural specialist, these volunteers gather information on behavioural indicators 

associated with animal welfare using observations and preference assessments. This information is used to develop individualized 

enrichment and rehoming files. Due to the high turnover of cats at this facility, the information gathered relies on ongoing  

behavioural observations and daily health monitoring rather than behavioural assessments. 

 

For the purposes of training, teams are divided into Team I and Team II. Members of both teams are trained in how the  

enrichment program is run, how to read and understand enrichment programs, behavioural monitoring of individual animals, and 

how to record all work and observations done with the animals. Team members are also trained in the use of the program’s  

manual which details their responsibilities and the exact procedures to be used when observing and working with the cats. Team I 

members are involved in recording observations and providing tactile interaction, play therapy, object and housing enrichment, and 

‘Cat Comfort’ activities. Team II members are involved in assisting with behavioural assessments, olfactory enrichment, clicker 

training, and food enrichment. All team members are required to attend ongoing and regularly scheduled training and education 

sessions and to commit to a minimum number of hours working in the program. 

 

The training and education sessions are a vital component of the program. These sessions are aimed at assisting team members in 

gaining an appreciation of the physical and behavioural needs of the domestic cat, recognizing how cats respond to confinement, 

understanding what constitutes environmental enrichment, and helping them implement appropriate enrichment strategies. For 

example, cats are companion animals that benefit from consistent and positive handling. Gourkow and Fraser (2006) found that 

housed cats that received consistent and positive handling had lower stress scores and increased adoptability. By contrast, inappro-

priate handling techniques can induce stress in cats. The individual cat’s personality and previous experience with humans will also 

affect the cat’s response to handling. Team members must be trained in what constitutes appropriate handling and the potential 

effects of inappropriate handling on stress. Ongoing training and education contribute to the knowledge and skill base of the team 

members and the collection of recorded data. This enables better review and enrichment modification for each cat. 

 

Team members work closely with a behavioural supervisor, who also oversees all training and education sessions. The behavioural 

supervisor is also responsible for reviewing the team members’ ongoing behavioural observation and interaction records and the 

staff’s daily monitoring sheets. The information gathered is then used to develop individualized enrichment recommendations and 

rehoming files.  

 

This type of enrichment program can be modified to fit the resources and needs of most cat shelters. In the context of the Cat 

Haven animal shelter, the implementation of the program was tailored to the resources available in a manner that was both time 

and cost effective. The use of volunteers allows the staff to attend to the daily operation of the shelter. The running of the  

Behaviour Enrichment Program, including the training and supervision of team members, is managed by the behavioural supervisor. 

This is a dynamic program designed to be expanded to eventually include close participation by all individuals working with the 
cats, including shelter staff and foster carers. 

 

Conclusion 

While research into environmental enrichment as a means of improving welfare and increasing adoptability of shelter cats is  

relatively recent, studies have documented a reduction in stress and an improvement in animal health and welfare in most  

circumstances. Results have also revealed that no single variable can account for all the consequences of enrichment (Buffington, 

Westropp, Chew, & Bolus, 2006).  Therefore, this program utilizes a multimodal approach to the modification of the shelter  

environment based on documented environmental needs of the domestic cat (Ellis et al., 2013). The ultimate goal is for this  

program to become a part of the standard operating procedures of the Cat Haven animal shelter, and for every individual working 

at the shelter to be a part of the team.  
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