
IMPLENTING BEHAVIOURAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL MODIFICATION 

WHEN TREATING FELINE MEDICINE CASES – SARAH HEATH 
 

Introduction  

Once an adequate behavioural history has been gathered, the next step is to implement behavioural 

and environmental modification, which seeks to reduce the impact of any identified stressors. From a 

feline perspective, a perception of control over the physical environment and over their social 

encounters is paramount and an ability to have free and immediate access to important resources at 

all times is also important. Modifying the environment such that each social group of cats has a core 

territory, which is safe, secure and protected from potential invasion is key.   

Modifying the environment  

Providing a suitable feline home environment involves paying attention to the home itself but also 

considering the outdoor environment immediately around the home. Cats rely on their environment 

and have a fundamental requirement for a safe core zone in which to eat, sleep and play. Within this 

core zone provision of access to three dimensional space can help to provide for natural feline coping 

strategies of elevation and hiding. Cats need to fill their time budget with normal feline behaviours 

and the provision of access to the outdoor environment is preferable wherever possible. When cats 

do need to be confined to the home there is additional responsibility for owners to ensure that the 

indoor environment makes sufficient provision for normal feline behaviours to be performed.  
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Space   

Access to three dimensional space can significantly increase the size of the home in feline terms and 

cats should be given lots of opportunity to climb and explore. Elevation and hiding are important 

feline coping strategies which help in the regulation of stress and therefore provision of access to safe 

havens is an important feature of the cat friendly home. The use of shelves, cat furniture, tops of 

cupboards and wardrobes can all be effective.  

Resources  

Cats have a requirement for free and immediate access to resources and these include:  

Food  

Water  

Litter facilities  

Resting places  

Safe points of entry and exit from the territory  

It is not just the number of resources but also the distribution that is important. Cats need to be able 

to select locations that offer privacy when they are eating, drinking, toileting and resting. They also 

need to be able to access these resources without running the gauntlet of members of other feline 

social groups within the household.   

 

 

 

 

  

 

 



Privacy  

Offering a better distribution of resources increases the possibility of privacy within the home but 

offering specific sources of privacy can also be helpful. In addition to supplying access to physical 

privacy it is helpful to use pheromone therapy to ensure that the available core territory is recognised 

as a safe and secure location.  

Privacy from outside cats is also vitally important and potential visual access from other cats into the 

home is a significant factor. It is important to position essential resources away from windows and 

glass doors and it may also be helpful to modify the outdoor environment to remove vantage points. 

Ensuring the core territory is protected from physical invasion is essential. Free access flaps are very 

stressful and kitten owners should consider installing the microchip operated flaps which provide 

enhanced security.  

Ability of perform normal behaviours   

Cats have some fundamental behavioural requirements which need to be met and these include the 

ability to hunt and play and to scratch. If cats are given access to the outside world many of these 

behaviours will be easily available in ways that do not cause any tension with owners. However, when 

cats have restricted outdoor access it can be important for owners to realise that these natural 

behaviours may need to be specifically catered for within the home environment.   

Enrichment of the outdoor environment  

Providing accessible and significant scratching places  

Blocking access by other cats – both visual and actual  

Improving patrolling and observation opportunities  

Providing hiding places and vantage points  

Providing outdoor toilets  

 

 

 



Providing appropriate social interaction  

Feline social behaviour differs significantly from that of human beings and as a result it is important to 

educate owners as to how to successful interact with their cat. The feline need to retain control 

should always be considered and it has been shown that cats will spend longer in the company of 

people if they are allowed to initiate the interaction. Feline social encounters are characterised by 

being of high frequency but low intensity and therefore prolonged interactions can sometimes be 

perceived as oppressive. A minimal restraint approach to interactions with cats is usually preferable 

and the more hands off interactions are the more cats appear to appreciate them. Social interactions 

between cats in the household should also be considered, remembering that cats are unlikely to 

engage in interactions with cats outside of their social group. Forcing social contact between cats is at 

odds with their natural behaviour and food should not be used a social facilitator in a feline context. 

Indeed cats are solitary feeders and providing separate feeding stations for all cats, irrespective of 

their relationship is ideal.  

Conclusions   

Life can be particularly stressful for domestic cats due to the differences between their behavioural needs 

and those of their owners. By paying attention to the design of both the indoor and outdoor 

environments levels of stress can be significantly reduced and a truly cat friendly home can be 

established. Combining these environmental changes with alterations in social interactions and careful 

consideration of feline compatibility will help to provide more effective long term management of 

medical cases where stress has a significant role to play, such as FIC. 


