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WHEN CAPTIVE POLAR BEAR Gus began exhibiting obsessive-compulsive behaviors, zookeepers were told he needed something to do. Like Gus, a bored, anxious, or stressed domestic cat requires enriching activities to keep him healthy and happy.





Enriching Your Cat’s Life


While on a visit to the zoo, a cat lover will certainly include a trip to admire the lions, tigers, and cougars in their mini jungles. It’s amazing to see these giant cats groom themselves, amuse themselves with tree branches, and wrestle with one another. Every behavior seems to mirror that of house cats, so who would think that feline fanatics would learn even more about their pets by watching a polar bear?


In the mid-1990s, zookeepers at the Central Park Zoo in New York City noticed that their 700-pound male polar bear, Gus, seemed to be experiencing some stress. Gus swam back and forth in his small pool day after day, for hours on end. Clearly, something was dreadfully wrong with the bear, so the zoo hired an animal behaviorist to study him. What was the diagnosis? Years of captivity had caused Gus to become neurotic, and his obsessive-compulsive behaviors most likely were meant to keep him from going out of his mind from boredom. This natural predator wanted something to do.


The behaviorist suggested that the Central Park Zoo implement a protocol of enrichment activities and create an environment that would stimulate the natural tendencies of the polar bear and break his neurotic patterns. So the zookeepers installed a whirlpool for Gus, began offering his food in packages for him to open, hid food around his habitat for him to hunt down, froze fish in giant blocks of ice for him to break open, and gave him interactive toys to play with. Gus seemed to be thrilled with all of these additions to his habitat. He stopped his pointless swimming as he learned to play and forage as he would in the wild. That’s what enrichment is all about: keeping your pet active and engaged in his environment.


Enrichment for cats means anything—a toy, a game, an adventure—that stimulates natural behavior, keeping them active and engaged. Many behavioral problems can be solved by adding these types of activities to your cat’s life and environment. As with Gus, lack of enrichment can cause stress and anxiety, which a cat may express with excessive grooming or inappropriate elimination.
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Enrichment can eradicate, or lessen, these problems and other ones, including antisocial behavior and obesity. This book explores a number of simple ways you can provide your cat with stimulating enrichment to keep him happy, healthy, and out of trouble.


(Warning: always watch your cat when he plays with stringy toys, such as the one above, which he could chew, choke, and/or eat and end up with an intestinal obstruction.)
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Daily Activities and TYPES OF Enrichment


Wanting to know what to expect is natural for a cat, an animal needing routine for comfort and security. Studies of feral, or community, cats (who differ from stray cats in that they were never socialized as kittens and were never pets) reveal that they are either solitary animals who stay within a defined territory or members of colonies that reside close to a food source, choosing to deal with each other for survival’s sake. Day after day, these animals know what to expect and how to fend for themselves. The average feral cat is one tough cookie! Thriving packs of wild dogs are far rarer than healthy feral cat colonies.
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