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My path to professional behavior consulting is 
paved with stones similar to those of many 
reading this article.  As a child, I rescued just 

about every critter in sight whether or not it was in actual 
need of rescue! Therefore, it seemed only logical that I 
ought to put that passion to use at an actual animal shelter 
and get paid for doing something I loved. Unfortunately, 
that first foray into the world of animal sheltering was 

for about a decade. 

personality of cats, I was pleasantly surprised at the 
changes sprouting throughout the culture of animal 

by pioneers in the field, has grown into an awareness 
that cats in the shelter deserve to have their needs met. 

Freedoms standards (see sidebar on page 47 and www.

guidelines for inspiration on how to set shelter cats up 
for success. It is increasingly clear that meeting those 
needs is really not that difficult, and the benefits are well 
worth the effort.  This article will cover some ways the 
environment can be managed in order to reduce stress 
on cats in the shelter. Keep an eye on this spot for future 

articles on topics about enrichment and training for cats 
in the shelter.

To Help the Cat, You Must Become the Cat (Just 
Pretend!)

by envisioning your life as a cat who finds herself in 

situation even remotely similar to the one in which you 
now find yourself, other than those unpleasant trips to 
the vet. Maybe your entire family just disappeared one 

up in the family and not long afterwards your beloved  
person put you in a box and brought you here. Surely 

threatened in your home and expressed your anxiety by 

therapeutic.  Now you are in an even more stressful and 
scary place! The loud noises, strange people, unfamiliar 

There are a million different reasons a cat may have 

in life has prepared her for the challenge of shelter living. 
Therefore, it is our responsibility to adjust the shelter 
environment in a way that meets the safety needs of the 
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cats in our care. Periodically, put yourself into the cats’ 
paws to see if you are meeting this goal.

Cat’s Eye View of the Sensory Experience

there are many creative ways to adjust the sensory 
experiences of the cats in residence. Again, consider 
the cat’s perspective of various activities that occur 

notice the sounds, temperature, lighting, vibration, 
scents, textures and any other sensations.  Now mentally 
amplify many of the sensations in order to reach the 
perceptive ability of a domestic cat! Keep in mind as you 

if you are uncomfortable, bored or anxious, but the cat 
doesn’t have that option.  

and gage the cats’ responses.  For example, clip fabric to 

have just arrived. The fabric can be gradually adjusted to 
allow exposure to more visual stimuli as the cat becomes 
acclimated. 

themselves and monitor their own movements, voices and 

because we aren’t aware of how it affects the cats in our 
care.  Try out music that has been produced specifically to 

machines that help disguise stressful sounds. 

Scents can be a challenge to control completely, but a 
couple of minor changes can pay off for lowering stress. 

reduces the scent load. This is particularly vital when 
interacting with cats for whom the scent of another cat 
acts as a trigger for aggressive behavior. Remember to let 

products evaporate somewhat before approaching the 
cat!   As with noise issues, teach staff and volunteers 
about the negatives of using scented products such as 

supplies. Scent can be used as an enrichment tool, but a 
daily onslaught of toxic chemicals and odors is obviously 
not conducive to a healthy program for shelter cats.  
Adjusting the environment in ways that provide security, 
and reduce instances in which the cats feel unsafe, is the 
first step to improving any cat’s shelter experience.

Location, Location, Location

Not surprisingly, location is just as important to cats 
as it is to humans! In the shelter, consider the location 

to be evaluated as individuals based on their preferences, 
temperament, sociability and other factors to determine 

gregarious and confident cat will probably become 
frustrated receiving little attention in an isolated area. 

an entrance area. 

Similarly, consider the cat’s sociability towards other 
cats and whether or not a group room is appropriate. 

Created by the Farm Animal Welfare Council, the 
Five Freedoms state that animals should be free 
from hunger and thirst, with ready access to fresh 
water and diet to maintain full health and vigor; free 
from discomfort, with an appropriate environment 
including shelter and a comfortable resting area; 
free from pain, injury or disease, being given rapid 
diagnosis and treatment for any medical condition; 
free to express normal behavior, having sufficient 
space, proper facilities and company of the animal’s 
own kind; and free from fear and distress, with 
conditions and treatment that avoid mental suffering.   continued on next page

Fabric clipped on the kennel of a shy cat



48  The APDT Chronicle of the Dog  Spring 2013 www.APDT.com

Communal housing can be an ideal option for cats who 
are comfortable with other compatible shelter residents.  

freedom to engage in natural behaviors, but they require 
frequent evaluation of the social interactions and resource 

most desirable living situation for cats in the shelter but 
they may be preferable to the enormous stress involved 

of other cats. 

Size Matters, But It Isn’t the Only Important Thing

by providing spots for perching, hiding and scent 

to accomplish all three, or you can be creative with 

shelter. The goal is to provide the cat with choices about 
engagement, and opportunities for a wider range of 

existence is an integral part of stress reduction and will 
improve the well-being of many cats in the shelter. 

useful for a cat’s initial acclimation to shelter living. The 
smaller space can be set up to be less overwhelming 

and mental enrichment techniques will be reviewed in a 
future article.

Communal Living Done Right

A cage-less but overcrowded room full of cats does 

a desirable amenity or a torment, depending on how a 
variety of factors are considered and implemented. An 
ideal set-up provides opportunity for cats to engage 
in natural behaviors, social interactions with cats and 

enclosed areas that allow alone time, and at least one area 

a cat could become trapped or corned by another cat. 

jam situations.

Scratching is fun and vital for cats! It helps with exercise 
and stretches their muscles, provides an outlet for energy, 
and potentially serves multiple social functions. Items 
for scratching are obligatory, not optional, so be sure to 
provide solid products that can stand up to heavy use. 
Similarly, ramps and climbing areas are great additions 
to help cats exercise and provide safe vertical vantage 
points. (Photo of modular cat equipment by Crijo Pets on 

functionality of your communal housing because you 
must accommodate and provide for a variety of cat 
personalities. Confident cats can prevent shyer cats from 
accessing food, water and litter or other resources such as 
the most desirable perching locations. Provide multiple 
sources for each resource and spread these valuables 
throughout the room rather than consolidating them in 

exercise and spread food out in multiple locations. 

bring a bit of the outdoors inside!

 Window perch

Environment Is the First Step!

motivated to improve the welfare of their resident cats. 
The cats have taught us that the first step to reducing 
stress and illness in the shelter is to set up the habitat in 
ways that support their ethological needs on a species-
wide level, while modifying components to suit each 
individual cat’s preferences. Many improvements can 
be accomplished without straining the fiscal and time 
restraints common in the animal welfare field. Your 
biggest asset is a willingness to leave behind the mindset 
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it with a desire to try new methods, engage in creative 
problem solving and nurture staff and volunteers’ 
curiosity about everything cat related. 

unexpectedly high dividends for cats and adopters, which 
boost the morale of shelter staff and volunteers. Best of all, 
each success creates more opportunity for an avalanche 

column for future articles about training and behavior 

Resources:

British Columbia Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

www.spca.bc.ca/welfare/professional-
resources/catsense/ 

Association of Shelter Veterinarians Guidelines for 
Standards of Care in Animal Shelters provides information on 
applying the Five Freedoms standards of animal welfare 
for shelter situations.

http://www.crijopets.com/
Designers and Architects with the products and tools 

 
Jacqueline Munera, CCBC, PCBC, CAP 2, is an IAABC CC 

BC and is co-instructor of the Companion Animal Sciences 
Institute’s Diploma of Feline Behavior program. As owner of 
Positive Cattitudes in Tampa, FL, she coaches human clients 
on how to live in harmony with their cats and dogs, while 
encouraging people to push the boundaries of what they think 
cats are capable of.  Jacqueline presents internationally on a 
variety of cat training and behavior topics and has published 
multiple cat related articles. Jacqueline and Jazzmanda are 
the first human-cat team in the world to pass level 2 of Kay 
Laurence’s challenging test of clicker training skills, 
the Competency Assessment Programme (CAP). 
You can contact her or see some of her cat training 
and behavior videos at www.PositiveCattitudes.
com.

The many faces of fear
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for the discount.
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