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Environmental Enrichment 

Environmental enrichment is the provision of stimuli which promote the expression of species- appropriate 
behavioural and mental activities in an under-stimulating environment. (Reinhardt, 1999). 

Environmental enrichment is an imperative part of canine sheltering- a pound or shelter without environmental 
enrichment programs is certain to be an under-stimulating environment highly likely to have a detrimental impact on a 
dog in care. If a shelter has a low or no kill policy, enrichment becomes even more crucial, as there are likely to be 
dogs kenneled for extended periods of time. 

A great deal of learning takes place in a shelter environment. The quality of the available enrichment program will 
often determine whether this learning is positive, and beneficial for the dogs long term rehoming prognosis. There is 
no reason why, in many respects, a dog cannot leave a shelter better behaved than when they arrived. 

It is important to first understand what behavioural problems potential adopters find undesirable- these behaviours 
should be targeted for each dog within the environmental enrichment program. Attempting to rehome dogs without 
at least partial resolution of these problems is likely to either be unsuccessful (in that the dogs remain in care for 
extended periods of time) or see the dogs returned to the shelter. 

Common behaviour problems within shelter dogs- 

• Repetitive patterns in the kennel environment, development of obsessive compulsive tendencies 

• Reactivity/ aggression to the dogs in neighboring kennels 

• Reactivity/ aggression to dogs when removed from kennel facility 

• Redirected aggression toward handler when removed from kennel facility or exercise yards 

• Fence running and aggression to neighboring dogs in exercise yards 

• Development of OR increased intensity in problem behaviours including escaping, jumping up, pulling on lead, 
mouthing or nipping 

• Excitability with or disinterest in people (*Long term dogs at risk) 

 • Decreased ability to properly socialise with other dogs 

• Decreased ability to socialise with cats and other animals when applicable 

• Loss of house training 

• Loss of general house manners 

• Poor response to known commands 

• Decreased self-control, Inhibition and ability to relax 



 

Causes of these problems include 

• Anxiety 

 • Fear 

• Excitement 

• Heightened arousal levels 

• Inappropriate handling by carers 

• Lack of exercise, stimulation and training/ Excessive lengths of time in kennel facility 

• Rewards being given for inappropriate behaviours 

 Lack of prior training and socialisation or previous poor training and socialisation 

Benefits of Environmental Enrichment Programs 

• Improved quality of life and welfare for dogs in care 

• The development of transferable skills for dogs to take into their new home  

• A better working environment for staff and volunteers 

• Increased community involvement 

• The creation of an environment more inviting for potential adopters 

 • Increased rate of adoption and decreased return rate 

• Fewer behaviour problems in new homes 

• Creates further promotional tools for dogs in care- video and photos of dogs engaged in enrichment activities can be 
used on websites or within the shelter to show adopters more about a dog’s personality 

• Allows a shelter to develop a low or no kill status without detriment to the dogs in care 

Arousal Levels and Energy Levels 

A dog's level of arousal is different to a dog's energy level. Many people when working within a shelter environment 
believe that the dogs, who quite literally bounce off the walls, are expressing energy and focus on the provision of 
further physical exercise. 

The reality is that the dog's high arousal levels cause the extreme kennel behaviour in most situations. Therefore the 
dogs need is not just for physical exercise but, for mental stimulation and relaxation. It is important to work on 
reducing the dog's level of arousal within the environment they are contained rather than always removing them from 
it. 



Removing a dog from its kennel when they are highly aroused heavily reinforces the behaviour of the dog at that time 
and can worsen the issue of high arousal levels. It's important for staff and volunteers to understand the difference 
between arousal and energy so that accidental reinforcement of problem behaviour can be prevented. 

Kennel Set Up 

The following should be considered when dogs are housed in kennels 

• Kennels in rows, back to back or front to back will be less stressful for dogs than those who are kenneled in squares 
or front to front set ups. 

• Exercise yards located in front of kennel rows are not ideal. While one dog is exercising, frustration, excitement and 
anxiety builds in the dogs that remain in their pens. 

• Ideally, a shelter environment would have two different options with regards to visibility and contact with 
neighboring dogs. Some dogs will cope better with visibility and contact allowed, others will not. If needing to choose 
one or the other, blocking all side to side visibility would be the preferred option. Half solid walls (bottom half brick, 
top half wire) often encourage repetitive patterns as it gives the dog the opportunity to jump to see the dogs next 
door and the behaviour is rewarded each time. Dogs with any aggression or reactivity issues should not be in a 
position where they can make contact with another dog through a fence, barrier or gate. 

Aisles should be wide and clear so that any dog being removed from the kennel environment can be at a distance that 
contact cannot be made with dogs that are still in their kennels. Increasing the distance will reduce the reactivity in 
most cases.  

Stimulation without handlers 

All dogs living in a shelter environment should have environmental enrichment activities available to them that do not 
require a staff member or volunteer to be in contact with the dog. Environmental enrichment activities provided in the 
kennel allows the dog to release energy and frustration and relieve anxiety in an appropriate manner. Keeping the 
dogs busy creates a calmer, quieter environment which makes for a better quality of life for the dogs as well as 
creating an easier working environment for shelter staff AND potential adopters. 

All of the following exercises can be used on a daily basis- the idea is to determine what each dog prefers and provide 
it on a regular basis. 

• Freeze treats in ice cream or yoghurt containers 

• Stuffed kongs as a meal replacement- this is particularly important for dogs who do not play with toys. Meals don't 
have to be served in bowls! 

• Rotate interactive toys, treats balls and nylabones every 2 days, particularly for the dogs play with them regularly  

• Empty 2 litre bottles with ring removed stuffed with treats 

• Aussie Dog Products and home alone toys for some dogs can be of benefit. Strong bungee cord with a toy attached 
can be used for some dogs, particularly smaller dogs that are not as hard on their toys. 

• Empty cardboard boxes with a treat or toy hidden inside 

• Scent Tubes: Using Plastic PVC pipe with removable cap ends, drill holes intermittently along its length and place 
scents inside to interest the dog. The idea of the scent tube is to stimulate the dog's nose, but not necessarily to 



provide something edible. Good examples of fillings are items such as used guinea pig/ rabbit bedding, horse or goat 
manure. 

Dogs in yards- exercise vs. practicing bad behaviour 

It's very important that all the dogs in a shelter environment receive semi regular off lead physical exercise. However 
the quality of this exercise and stimulation is far more important that the quantity. Exercise yards should- 

• Have solid fencing similar to that of a backyard that is dug into the ground. Cement sheet or poured concrete can be 
used if the fence itself cannot be dug in. Some dogs learn how to escape while in a shelter (due to the increases in 
frustration/ excitement/ anxiety) and take this learning with them to their new home. Exercise set up is also critical to 
minimise the risk of dog fights. 

• Have activities for the dog such as CLEAN sandpits, clam shells with water, toys and treats 

• If creating new yards, before laying or seeding grass, chicken wire should be placed flat and pegged over the entire 
area. This can also be used to patch up holes and dogs should not have access while the area is being repaired. This 
prevents digging in inappropriate areas. 

• Provide shade through trees, shade sails or both- consider the look of the exercise yards when creating them as 
adopters are likely to spend more time viewing dogs if the environment is appealing. 

Exercise yards should not 

• Allow dogs to fence fight 

• Be used for unsupervised play with dogs that bark incessantly when in them 

• Have items placed in them that can be inappropriately chewed such as couches and other furniture. Dogs should not 
learn or practice poor behaviour in the shelter environment- prevention is better than cure! 

Training Exercises for dogs in their kennel 

• Dogs should be taught to stand still or sit before a staff member/ volunteer enters the kennel- food lures should be 
used and the exercise should be a silent one, waiting until the dog offers the behaviour before entering the kennel. 
This may take some time initially but can dramatically improve the way dogs present to the public on a daily basis. 

• As an extension of the above exercise, tubing can be placed through the kennel door with a food container on the 
outside. This allows either staff and volunteers OR members of the public to feed the dog without risk of nipped 
fingers and is a great exercise for fearful or timid dogs. 

• Removing a dog from the kennel should be done when a dog has calmed and is settled- not jumping, mouthing and 
pulling. In situations where the dog takes longer than 5 minutes to do this (with the handler ignoring the dog) other 
training techniques can be used that provide clear direction for the dog. Strategies include- massage, reinforcing 
known obedience commands, teaching a hand target, moving away from the kennel door if the dog pulls etc. Dogs 
should not be removed from the kennel or fed every time a person enters the pen. Time should be spent grooming the 
dog in the pen and doing simple obedience exercises where possible. 

• Massage can also be very beneficial with the aim to relax the dog and reduce their arousal levels within the kennel 
environment. Persistence is key- just because the dog does not relax the first time, doesn't mean the exercise should 
be abandoned!! 

Removing a dog from a kennel 



• Walking out the actual kennel door should be done slowly and calmly. Once out, if walking past a row of other dogs, 
this should be done briskly with the dog held so that he cannot make contact with any other dog behind a gate. The 
addition of a learned nose target approximately 7-8 metres out from the kennel door can also be very beneficial. 

• Returning a dog to a kennel should be done in the same way with some time spent with the dog upon returning to 
the kennel. Dogs should be taught to back away from the gate for any person to exit to avoid redirected or frustrated 
aggression as a person tried to keep a dog away from the door. This can be done either using food rewards thrown 
away from the door or a body block- both methods should be used in different situations. 

Maintaining Social Skills- dog to dog and dog to cat 

It's vital that social dogs in a shelter environment do not lose the ability to socialise and play appropriately with other 
animals. Controlled, supervised interactions between compatible dogs should be encouraged. Behavioural assessment 
results should be used to determine which dogs can be safely matched together. Personality profiles can also be used 
where each dog is assigned a personality category and staff and volunteers know which categories are compatible 
with each other. 

Dogs that are known to have lived with cats before or are deemed to be cat safe should spend some calm, controlled 
time in the vicinity of a dog friendly cat to ensure that these desirable social behaviours maintained. Dog's 
compatibility should be determined as soon as the dogs arrive in the shelter and their progress should be continually 
re- evaluated. Games such as Who's That and the Name Game (discussed further in further pages) can also be used to 
build a positive association with neutral dogs or borderline dogs who can then be re assessed before homing with a 
cat. 

Agility and Novelty Items 

Many shelter dogs would benefit from basic agility training or training with novel items and surfaces. The agility items 
should be safe and easy to use and dogs should be physically sound before participating in some activities. Agility 
exercises are one of the best ways to develop handler focus AND to build confidence. Activities of benefit include- 

• Walking over or being fed on a secure tarp on ground  

• Jumping onto a low table 

• Tunnels 

 Mini A Frame/ Mini dog walk 

• Secured tyre 

• Jumps (without upright bars) 

 • Weave poles 

Environmental Enrichment Training Exercises 

This list of training exercises can be modified depending on the dog's requirements and personality- 

Sit 

Stand when held for grooming Loose Lead Walking 

Nose touch to hand- targeting games  



Shake hands and other tricks 

Down or drop with food lure  

Release word to end exercises  

No Jumping 

No Mouthing 

Wait’; particularly around gates and doors and “Leave it” 

Who's That- classical conditioning game  

The Name Game- classical conditioning game 

Crate and confinement training  

Parallel Walking with other dogs  

Tug games 

Day trips to a home environment or bush walks off property 

Constructing training sessions with shelter dogs not only teaches them new exercises or reinforces what they know- it 
also tires the dog mentally. Exercises can be made more and more difficult as the dog progresses without additional 
time being needed. A dog trainer or behaviour specialist should construct training programs for more difficult dogs 
and may need to be heavily involved in the initial rehabilitation of more troubled dogs. 

Dog walkers- should they be expected to be dog trainers? 

There is much debate that exists surrounding the expectations of dog walking volunteers- and their role in resolving 
behaviour problems in shelter dogs. As most shelters don't have the funding to employ multiple trainers to work with 
dogs on a daily basis, the work of volunteers is vital in ensuring environmental enrichment programs can be well 
established. 

Every time a dog interacts with a person they learn- dogs learn poor behaviour just as quickly as they learn good 
behaviour. Allowing dogs to practice undesirable behaviours does not just maintain the behaviour in a shelter 
environment- it will in most cases increase the intensity of such behaviours. 

For this reason all those coming into contact with shelter dogs should be educated and assisted to handle dogs in a 
way where their behaviour can be improved. However, dog walking volunteers should NOT be expected to deal with 
dogs on their own that have more serious behaviour problems such as dog aggression, extreme excitability or 
aggression to people. After conducting a Behavioural assessment, difficult dogs should have programs tailored to them 
with volunteers made aware of elements of the program they can assist with. 

Volunteers who are not capable of handling dogs appropriately on walks can be in charge of other areas of the 
environmental enrichment program- designing and producing treat balls and toys, grooming and bathing dogs. Weil 
defined roles mean that volunteers are being used in the most efficient way possible. Not only is this good for the dogs 
but volunteers are likely to remain involved in animal sheltering for longer if they are not over faced, feel wanted and 
have specific goals and tasks. 



Shelters can advertise for volunteers to specifically fill these roles- this opens up another group of people who may 
feel they cannot assist with the hands on training of dogs but would still be willing to help in other ways. 

Co ordinating donations of enrichment products is a vital role for a small group of volunteers AND a great way to get 
the local community involved. 

 

What does a shelter need to introduce an environmental enrichment program? 

• A coordinator (staff or volunteer) to gather materials, organise staff and volunteers and monitor progress 

• Kong's, treat balls, nylabones and interactive toys 

• 1 litre yoghurt containers and/ or ice cream containers  

• Chest Freezer for storage 

• Clam shells or wading pools 

• Sand pits and clean river sand 

 • Screens and physical barriers 

• Quality martingale collars, leads and no pull harnesses 

 • Hydrobath and grooming tools 

• High value food rewards 

• Dog trainer/ behaviorist to assist in developing implementing and maintaining program as well as adjusting 
programs to suit individual dogs 

• Treat pouches 

• Agility equipment and varied surfaces (tarps etc) 

 • Scent Tube materials 
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