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Every effort has been made to ensure that the information contained in this book is complete and accurate. However, neither the publisher nor the author is engaged in rendering professional advice or services to the individual reader. Further, veterinary medicine and animal behavior science continually evolve. The ideas, procedures, and suggestions contained in this book are not intended as a substitute for consulting with your pet’s physician. All matters regarding your pet’s health require medical supervision. Neither the author nor the publisher shall be liable or responsible for any loss or damage allegedly arising from any information or suggestion in this book. 
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DEAR CAT LOVER,
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After writing 30+ pet behavior, vet care and training books, preserving “the bond” remains paws-down the most important goal of my career. 

Preserving the pet-owner bond is why I wrote my quick-tips guide series. The cat behavior advice is easy to do and will help your “pet love” grow as your family grows. 

You can find lots more free cat-centric advice by subscribing to my Bling, Bitches & Blood Blog at AmyShojai.com. You can also subscribe to the free Pet Peeves newsletter and my ASK AMY YouTube. Stay tuned for some upcoming feline-tastic care and behavior webinars! Find my books here.

I love hearing what kind of furry info-tainment readers love best—yes, I do answer email! Please write me at amy@shojai.com. Or find me on Twitter (@amyshojai) as well as on Facebook. And now—read on for paw-some cat-egorical indoor enrichment tips for your cat’s health and happiness. 

Purrs,
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CAT ENRICHMENT, WHAT DOES IT MEAN?
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For those of us who love our cats—and who doesn’t?—ensuring they stay healthy and happy is job one. But how do we do that? Certainly, a veterinarian figures prominently in the equation.

But the vet doesn’t live with your cat. You are responsible for day-to-day feline care, and today we know this goes beyond plopping food in a bowl or scooping the litter box. One of the hottest trends in cat care today references “environmental enrichment.” But just what does that mean?

Is it play with specialized toys? Is it attention, or high-dollar cat trees, or motorized feeding gadgets? Yes and no—and it depends on your cat. I know that’s vague, but it really does come down to the individual feline’s needs.

Environmental enrichment addresses not just WHAT the cat wants, but HOW to provide for these needs. Just as high-dollar food does no good if the cat snubs the bowl, environmental enrichment only works when these changes satisfy and engage the cat’s desires. To understand how presentation impacts cat health, it’s important to look at things from the cat’s perspective.

Before we get into the nuts and bolts of cat-centric enrichment, it's important to put ourselves in the cat’s viewpoint. What does the cat want? What does the cat need? Sometimes it can help to quite literally get down on all fours and examine your home from the cat’s-eye-level. 

Once we figure out what the cat wants and needs, we can delve deeper. Environmental enrichment positively impacts our cats’ emotional and physical health, and the cat’s relationship with us. 

Feline wants and needs overlap. They can be defined in just a few broad categories. 
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HOW WE PROVIDE FOR each of these depends on the individual cat. Still, some generalities apply to most cat companions.
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TERRITORIAL ISSUES
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A cat’s territory goes beyond claiming ownership of a given area or object. As both predators, and prey themselves, cats rely on familiarity of their environment to provide them with safe and comfortable places to live. Claiming territory allows Kitty the ability to predict what to expect and prevent the unexpected. 

Cats have both a home range where they live, and a much larger territory that they patrol and defend. A male cat’s territory may be up to 10 times larger than a female cat’s range and territory. This is especially true for intact kitties. How far the cat travels depend entirely upon the resources available, so an area with abundant food may reduce the size of the cat’s home range and territory. Outdoor cats may cover several miles each day.
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THE HOME RANGE MUST be free of danger, so a cat can hunt, eat, rest, and mate without fearing attack. A safe environment must offer a place to sleep, access to food, safety to rear offspring, and a way to defend these resources from interlopers. A kitty might want a tree within her territory as a safe lookout or perch beyond the reach of strange dogs, for example. Ideal cat territory offers access to water, a warm dry place to hide kittens, a sunny spot to nap, and maybe a private area to toilet and mark ownership without interruption. In some instances, feral cats agree to share their home range with a few relatives, and together they defend these resources against danger.

Many companion cats in the United States live exclusively inside. That protects them from the physical dangers of strange animals, car accidents, parasites and disease. But when we restrict the natural home range and territory of the cat to a mere handful of rooms, we inadvertently promote emotional problems. Households with more than one cat may notice this even more. Such cats act out with hit-or-miss litter box tactics, express anxious or aggressive behaviors, or exhibit health challenges exacerbated by stress. 

When the resources must be shared between multiple cats, or the cat feels unduly restricted in this artificial home range, environmental enrichment becomes even more important. Compared to the outdoor “natural” cat lifestyle, cats want and need MORE territory than we can provide. The question then becomes, “How can we make their environment less stressful?”

COMPANIONSHIP
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IN ADDITION TO TERRITORY, companionship also impacts what the cat wants and needs. Cats certainly express affection and love toward family members, including humans. But we can’t know if cats love us the same way we love them. They certainly don’t express affection like humans. 

Cats are designed to be solitary hunters. It’s hard, after all, to share a communal meal of one single mouse. But cats are not necessary solitary by choice. Even feral kitties develop and maintain close relationships with other cats, particularly with related female cats. They display acceptance and affection with mutual grooming and body rubbing to share scent, or peaceably resting near each other. 

Companion cats can bond very closely with each other. You may see these relationships at shelters, with bonded pairs that may pine away if not adopted together. 

Again, the companionship and relationship aren’t restricted to other cats or people. My own Karma-Kat deeply mourned the loss of his canine friend. After Magical-Dawg died, Karma slept with the dog’s collar for two weeks, constantly rubbing his face against the leather that still held his friend’s scent.

Oftentimes, we’re not aware of the depth of a kitty relationship. Cats show their affection and interactions more subtly, sometimes in ways difficult for humans to perceive. Sharing the same room, or resting on opposite ends of the same couch, may be your cats’ equivalent of a declaration of adoration. 

It's important to understand how cats express love and affection and to reciprocate, but on the cat's terms. Cats are not primates, like us, and may not appreciate touchy-feely hugs. They still enjoy our companionship and accept our love and affection when we understand their terms. 
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FOOD
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FOOD BRINGS ON THE purrs in cats. Whether you have a Garfield glutton or a finicky feline, nutrition means life-or-death for cats. Feeding cats goes beyond filling the bowl, though. Offering food appropriately can provide an incredible emotional benefit to cats that goes beyond satisfying tummy hunger.

Cats, by nature, are predators. We’ve sequestered them inside our homes, controlled what and how they eat, and many have become couch potatoes. Some cats only exercise by strolling from the sofa to the bowl, and back again. What a missed opportunity! Mealtime can enhance their relationship with you, with each other, and with their environment. In other words, create a more natural way to feed cats, as part of environmental enrichment. 

Many cats already find supplemental feeding on their own. My little old lady cat, Seren-Kitty, loved hunting crickets; she always left the drumsticks behind for some reason. Many cats enjoy or even prefer hunting for their food. That doesn’t mean you must offer mouse entrees, though.

Today, we can use foraging techniques based on the new (actually old-fashioned!) way of feeding cats. That helps cats become healthier both physically and emotionally. For kitties that have put on too much “table muscle” and tend toward obesity, enriching the environment using meal feeding techniques accomplishes multiple positive results.
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