Enrichment Talks, Spring 2006

Question:

It’s hard to remain creative about enrichment every day, especially when we are all very busy.  What is the best way that you’ve found to ensure a variety of enrichment is used for the animals and to stay out of that repetitive enrichment rut?

Answer 1:

One of our very first thoughts was along the lines of: “Many heads are better than one…” In other words, using that “synergy” that happens when you get a groups together to brainstorm ideas and the creativity that can come out of a situation like that.  Since it seemed like such an important concept, we decided to demonstrate it by using a group approach to answer the question above as well.  The following thoughts are a compilation of the answers offered by various keepers at the Denver Zoo.  

Group synergy.  Brainstorming is a great way to get many ideas on the table.  The best thing about it too, is the “piggy-back” effect – the ideas that spawn from other ideas offered.  This is especially helpful when someone has an idea, but doesn’t know how to bring the idea to fruition.  Maybe they can’t quite see how to pull it off logistically, but others in the group may be able to.  This is most effective, though when you are asking the right questions:  What do we want to see/ what are our goals for this animal?  For this species?  For this exhibit??  One keeper likes to say that we need to get down to the level of the animal (literally!), and examine the exhibit through their senses, and only then can we truly figure start to out what is enriching to them.  Sometimes, getting people like interns and volunteers (and keepers from other areas) involved in the process helps too, because they have no pre-conceived notions of what enrichment should be, or could be for a particular animal, and may come up with more out-of-the-box ideas than keepers and managers alone.  And its fun for them too!

Phone-A-Friend

This refers to all of the resources we have available to us in the field.  There are numerous websites, publications and listservs through which we can communicate and can share ideas with others animal groups and professionals.   Conferences and workshops that include enrichment topics are coming up more and more.  We all have connections to other colleagues in the field, and many might every once in a while take a vacation (really!), during which we might visit a zoo, and be able to see new ideas at work in exhibits.  We also have resources right here in our own zoo.  Other departments may have ideas they have thought of for their animals that might very well work for others around the zoo.  Also, (with approval) some departments can share items, so what might have been a “stale” item can become revitalized with the addition of a new scent from a different enclosure.  This works especially well with predator-prey relationships, or multiple carnivore species…

Get organized! 

How do we know if we’re in a rut??  One of the best ways to keep out of an enrichment rut is to keep track of the enrichment, and how well it worked.  Keepers can use anything from checklists to calendars to keep track of what they did.  An easy way to evaluate it could be a number scale, or even something as simple as a plus or minus.  You can answer questions like:  Did they use it?  What did they do with it?  Was it what we wanted to see? This kind of information might help you figure out whether the frequency and order in which you are currently offering enrichment is effective.  It might also identify which items are more effective at encouraging the behaviors you’ve identified for your animals.  In addition, some “ruts” develop when you only have certain enrichment readily available, and so for time’s sake, you use whatever is easiest, or within reach.  By having supplies put together beforehand, you have a better chance of sticking to a more effective schedule for your animals.  If you are having trouble getting organized in this way, put a person or committee as a point on that task.  

Hope that’s a good starting point for you, and good luck!
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Answer 2:
Okay, so you have this terrific enrichment program.  The animals seem to like it, the staff enjoys providing it, and the guests look forward to watching it.  That success should be celebrated, but it also provides plenty of pressure to perpetuate the pleasing play. How can you keep the enrichment, enriching?

There are two important considerations to avoiding “enrichment rut” and utilizing flexible and effective, long-term enrichment.  First, an important “big picture” aspect of effective enrichment is the philosophy behind it.  Is enrichment “busy work” for animals, applied in a multi-tasking environment?  Is it “given” to the animals before you go off to clean or perform other duties, and then “removed” when you return?  
When considered as a reinforcer for desired behavior, and thus applied as part of a larger behavioral management strategy, enrichment programs are more resistant to habituation, “schedulization,” and “bore-ification.”   As part of a larger behavioral management context, enrichment is earned, it utilizes variability, and it is applied for variable durations at different locations and at unpredictable times.  That differs from “scheduled” enrichment sessions, which are built into animals’ daily routines. 
Second, how is the enrichment applied?  Device-oriented or other “static” types of enrichment can often be effective, but for appropriate species, making the activity interactive will keep it stimulating.  The added dimension of interactivity provides virtually unlimited variations on the enrichment activity.  By participating in the enrichment activity, you can introduce subtle changes as you monitor the animal’s behavior. Also, being more closely tied to your enrichment activity will help to build a stronger relationship with your animal, while providing you with more training tools.  There are times when we all have to “dump and run,” but the more often you can stay directly involved, the more aware you will be of how your animals experience and enjoy any enrichment device or activity. By participating, you’ll know what interests your animal the most, and when the animal begins to lose interest.
Objects and activities remain more stimulating if they are removed while they are still being enjoyed, rather than waiting for the animals to finish with them. Research has shown that the mere act of varying the length of time an animal has access to an enrichment device positively impacts how much it plays with the object.  But most importantly, remember that when enrichment is given, it reinforces whatever behavior preceded it.  Viewing enrichment as separate from shifting or husbandry reduces your effectiveness in any type of session and limits the overall potential of your behavior management program.  By clock or calendar, the very act of scheduling enrichment limits its potential impact on behavior by separating it from the rest of an animal’s life.  Effective enrichment is part of a commitment to enlightened behavior management that stretches beyond food, toys, scents, sounds, and schedules. 
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