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There are both risks and benefits to pet
cats living exclusively indoors or spending
some time outdoors. This lifestyle decision
may be based on culture, perceived
behavior and health requirements of 
the cat, or recommendations of regional
veterinary and humane associations. 
Animal welfare addresses how an animal

copes with the conditions in which it lives.
Feline welfare includes the ability to express
innate behaviors. As a relatively young
species, Felis catus has retained the
behaviors of its wild ancestor, Feline silvestris
lybica.1 The cat’s physical and emotional
needs are unique.2 The behaviors that go
with detecting, stalking and catching prey
are normal and essential behaviors (Figure
1).3,4 Both cats that live as a single household

cat and those living in
multi-cat households can
have distress, which can
consist of boredom, fear
and anxiety. As territorial animals, each cat
needs safe and enriched spaces to cope in
their environment (Figure 2). Outdoor cats
can more readily maintain their territory,
reducing potential fights and dispersing 
or avoiding cats that are unfamiliar or
threatening, as compared with indoor cats.5

The innate needs of the cat are difficult
or impossible to replicate in the indoor
environment, and meeting those needs
requires extensive veterinary and client
education. There is an increased incidence
of behavior problems if indoor cats are
unable to express normal behaviors.5–7

Behavior problems have
been associated with an
increase in relinquishment 
or euthanasia.8

Until approximately 1950,
cats were outdoor only or
indoor/outdoor cats. The
development of cat litter in
19479 and the desire to 
keep cats safe led to the
recommendations by many
veterinary organizations that
cats be kept exclusively
indoors. However, there 
was little to no knowledge 
or education about what is
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Risks for the indoor cat
< Inability to express normal cat behaviors3

< Increased incidence of behavior problems6 and potential
relinquishment or euthanasia due to inability to express
normal behavior12

– More cats are affected by behavior problems than any
other condition13

– Urine marking is a normal feline communication system,
and scratching is normal behavior for the cat. However, if
performed indoors, owners are more likely to punish,
relinquish or have cats euthanized8,14

< Increased incidence of behavior problems due 
to reduced access to resources

< Increased incidence of behavior problems due 
to the cat’s social needs not being met15

< Inability to choose to live solitarily or with affiliate cats 
(other cats they like)16,17

< Intercat conflict18 and secondary behavior problems

< Boredom3

< Lack of stimulation3

< Lack of hunting and normal feeding behavior2,15

< Lack of exercise
< Obesity19 and risk factors for obesity (eg, diabetes mellitus)
< Stress-associated disease20

– Feline idiopathic cystitis,20–23 the most common cause 
of lower urinary tract disease
– Upper respiratory infections24

– Gastrointestinal diseases – stress colitis, suspicion that
inflammatory bowel disease is associated with stress2

< Hyperthyroidism25,26

< Lack of preventive treatment by owners due to the
misconception that indoor cats have no risk of infectious 
or parasitic disease

< It is more challenging to fully meet the physical, social 
and emotional needs for the indoor-only cat

Risks vs benefits Continued on page 753

This Position Statement by the AAFP Welfare Committee
supersedes the AAFP’s earlier ‘Confinement of Owned
Indoor Cats’ Position Statement, dated December 2007.

Figure 2 Outdoor enclosures facilitate meeting 
the cat’s needs and performance of its normal
behaviors. Courtesy of Martine van Boeijen

a b

Figure 1 The challenge of meeting the needs of the indoor cat requires
multiple means of enrichment, including simulation of stalking and
catching prey every day. This is essential for cats of all ages. 
(a) Courtesy of Ilona Rodan; (b) © iStockphoto.com/Tatyana Aleksandrova

needed to maintain feline welfare. Most cat
owners and many veterinary professionals
are still unaware of the cat’s emotional,
social and environmental needs. Although it
is easier to measure the incidence of injury,
recognition and measurement of emotional
wellbeing or pleasure is more difficult, but
at least as important.10,11 Consideration for
longevity often underlies the decision to
keep cats indoors. However, a lifestyle
choice made with the sole intention of
increasing longevity – but in an
impoverished or inadequate environment
for each cat in the household – is not in the
cat’s best interest. 
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Risks vs benefits

Benefits for the indoor cat
< Reduced risk of injury (Figure 3)
< Reduced risk of poisoning
< Reduced risk of human abuse
< Reduced exposure to wildlife and predators
< Reduced exposure to infectious and parasitic agents
< Protection from environmental temperature extremes 

and hazardous weather conditions

Figure 3 Windows with
perches can provide a way
for a cat to watch outdoors
from the safety of indoors.
Courtesy of Debra Givin

Risks for the indoor/outdoor cat 
< Increased risk of injury 
< Increased risk of poisoning 
< Increased risk of danger from exposure to other animals,

including wildlife (eg, coyotes, wolves, owls and other birds 
of prey), other cats27 or feral animals (especially feral cats)

< Increased chance of human abuse and theft
< Violation of leash law in some areas if not confined 

to yard or walked with harness and leash
< Increased exposure to infectious and parasitic agents
< Exposure to temperature extremes and hazardous weather

Benefits for the indoor/outdoor cat 
< Access to the outdoors allows a cat to express normal

feline behaviors, including the following:
– Development of own territory with adequate resources
– Choice of living solitarily or with affiliate cats
– Scratching and choice of appropriate scratching
resources
– Elimination and choice of preferred elimination
substrates and sites
– Ability to mark (eg, urine mark, scratch, cheek mark) 
as desired

< Improvement of emotional health/reduced risk of stress-
related behavior problems

< Increased activity and exercise
< Environmental enrichment and a more stimulating lifestyle

– The video, The Secret Life of Domestic Cats, by John
Bradshaw and Sarah Ellis (see ‘Useful resources’ on page
754), describes the stimulation of an indoor/outdoor lifestyle 

< Better adherence to preventive treatments given the perception
of owners that indoor/outdoor cats need vaccinations and
parasite prevention more than indoor-only cats

‘Confinement of Owned Indoor Cats’
statement. Whether the cat is indoor-only
or spends time outdoors, it is essential 
to provide an environment that meets all
the environmental needs of the cat. For
more information, see the AAFP 
and ISFM Feline Environmental Needs
Guidelines listed in ‘Useful resources’ on
page 754.  
This AAFP Position Statement

emphasizes that indoor/outdoor living for
cats in an environment that is safe is the
best option for pet cats. Safe outdoor

living keeps the cat away from
most dangers and yet provides a
more stimulating environment with
potential for more normal feline
behavior. Examples include walking
the cat on harness and leash
(Figure 4), an outdoor enclosure
(Figure 5), and a fenced-in or
invisible fence around the property.
Clients should be educated about
these options.  
Indoor-only living is an option,

but each and every cat’s needs
must be addressed so that each

has good welfare to include: simulation of
hunting and foraging; play; safe territory with
vertical space (Figure 6); and appropriate
and clean toileting areas as described in
the Environmental Needs Guidelines, and
the AAFP and ISFM Guidelines for
Diagnosing and Solving House-Soiling
Behavior in Cats (see ‘Useful resources’ on
page 754). In addition to vertical space
and appropriate litter boxes, emulatingFigure 4 Walking on a leash provides opportunity for a cat 

to explore and forage outdoors. Courtesy of Joelle Derrick 

Continued from page 752

Understanding the risks and benefits 
of the different lifestyle options provides
veterinarians with the tools necessary to
counsel clients on how to minimize health
risks to their cat regardless of their choice
of indoor-only or indoor/outdoor lifestyle. 

Minimizing the risks 

The AAFP Welfare Committee has
developed this ‘Impact of lifestyle choice
on the companion cat: indoor vs outdoor’
statement to replace the 2007

Figure 5 Another example of an outdoor
enclosure that can provide a stimulating outdoor
living environment while keeping the cat away
from most dangers. Courtesy of Martine van Boeijen



754 JFMS CLINICAL PRACTICE

NEWS  & V IEWS

References
1     Driscoll CA, Clutton-Brock J, Kitchener AC, 

et al. The taming of the cat. Genetic and
archaeological findings hint that wildcats
became housecats earlier – and in a
different place – than previously thought.
Sci Am 2009; 300: 68–75.

2      Zoran DL and Buffington CA. Effects of nutrition
choices and lifestyle changes on the well-being
of cats, a carnivore that has moved indoors.
J Am Vet Med Assoc 2011; 239: 596–606. 

3     Neville PF. An ethical viewpoint: the role of
veterinarians and behaviourists in ensuring
good husbandry for cats. J Feline Med Surg
2004; 6: 43–48.

4     Amat M, Camps T and Manteca X. Stress 
in owned cats: behavioural changes and
welfare implications. J Feline Med Surg 2015;
18: 577–586.

5     Rochlitz I. Housing and welfare. In: Rochlitz I
(ed). The welfare of cats. Dordrecht, The
Netherlands: Springer, 2007, pp 177–203. 

6     Amat M, Ruiz de la Torre JL, Fatjó J, et al.
Potential risk factors associated with feline
behaviour problems. Appl Anim Behav Sci
2009; 121: 134–139.

7     Heidenberger E. Housing conditions and
behavioural problems of indoor cats as
assessed by their owners. Appl Anim 
Behav Sci 1997; 52: 345–364.

8     Salman MD, Hutchison J and Ruch-Gallie R.
Behavioral reasons for relinquishment of
dogs and cats to 12 shelters. J Appl Anim
Welf Sci 2000; 3: 93–106.

9     Lowe E. Invention of kitty litter.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ed_Lowe_%28
businessman%29#Invention_of_Kitty_Litter
(2016, accessed July 19, 2016).

10    Yeates J and Main D. Assessment of
companion animal quality of life in veterinary
practice and research. J Small Anim Pract
2009; 50: 274–281.

11    Sandoe P, Corr S and Palmer C (eds).
Companion animal ethics; UFAW animal
welfare series. Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2015,
pp 67–71.

12    Kass PH. Cat overpopulation in the United
States. In: Rochlitz I (ed). The welfare of cats.
The Netherlands: Springer, 2007, pp 119–139.

13    Hammerie M, Horst C, Levine E, et al. 
AAHA 2015 canine and feline behavior
management guidelines. J Am Anim 
Hosp Assoc 2015; 51: 205–221.

14    Carney HC, Sadek TP, Curtis TM, et al. 
AAFP and ISFM guidelines for diagnosing
and solving house-soiling behavior in cats.
J Feline Med Surg 2014; 16: 579–598.

15    Pryor PA, Hart BL, Bain MJ, et al. Causes 
of urine marking in cats and effects of
environmental management on frequency 
of marking. J Am Vet Med Assoc 2001; 219:
1709–1713.

16    Levine E, Perry P, Scarlett J, et al. Intercat
aggression in households following the

introduction of a new cat. Appl Anim Behav
Sci 2005; 90: 325–336.

17    Crowell-Davis SL, Curtis TM and Knowles RJ.
Social organization in the cat: a modern
understanding. J Feline Med Surg 2004; 
6: 19–28.

18    Rochlitz I. A review of the housing
requirements of domestic cats (Felis
silvestris catus) kept in the home.
Appl Anim Behav Sci 2005; 93: 97–109.

19    Rowe E, Browne W, Casey R, et al. Risk
factors identified for owner-reported feline
obesity at around one year of age: dry diet
and indoor lifestyle. Prev Vet Med 2015; 121:
273–281. 

20   Stella JL, Lord LK and Buffington CAT.
Sickness behaviors in response to unusual
external events in healthy cats and cats with
feline interstitial cystitis. J Am Vet Med Assoc
2011; 238: 67–73.

21   Buffington CA, Westropp JL, Chew DJ, 
et al. Clinical evaluation of multimodal
environmental modification (MEMO) in the
management of cats with idiopathic cystitis.
J Feline Med Surg 2006; 8: 261–268.

22   Defauw PA, Van de Maele I, Duchateau L, 
et al. Risk factors and clinical presentation
of cats with feline idiopathic cystitis. J Feline
Med Surg 2011; 13: 967–975.

23   Longstaff L, Gruffydd-Jones TJ, Buffington
CA, et al. Owner-reported lower urinary tract
signs in a cohort of young cats. J Feline Med
Surg. Epub ahead of print 21 April 2016. 
DOI: 1098612X16643123.

24   Tanaka A, Wagner DC, Kass PH, et al.
Associations among weight loss, stress, and
upper respiratory tract infection in shelter
cats. J Am Vet Med Assoc 2012; 240: 570–576. 

25   Guo W, Park JS, Wang Y, et al. High
polybrominated diphenyl ether levels in
California house cats: house dust a primary
source? Environ Toxicol Chem 2012; 31:
301–306. 

26   Peterson M. Hyperthyroidism in cats: 
what’s causing this epidemic of thyroid
disease and can we prevent it? J Feline Med
Surg 2012; 14: 804–818. 

27   Clancy EA, Moore AS and Bertone ER.
Evaluation of cat and owner characteristics
and their relationships to outdoor access of
owned cats. J Am Vet Med Assoc 2003; 222:
1541–1545.

28   Loyd KA, Hernandez SM, Abernathy KJ, et al.
Risk behaviours exhibited by free-roaming
cats in a suburban US town. Vet Rec 2013;
173: 295.

29   O’Neill DG, Church DB, McGreevy PD, et al.
Longevity and mortality of cats attending
primary care veterinary practices in England.
J Feline Med Surg 2015; 17: 125–133.

From

time to time the

AAFP will respond to

emerging new knowledge or

issues that are of concern to

veterinary professionals caring 

for cats. Our position statements,

which represent the views of the

association, are available at: 

www.catvets.com/guidelines/
position-statements
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Useful resources
< The Secret Life of Cats: www.bbc.co.uk/mediacentre/latestnews/2013/secret-life-

of-the-cat.html
< AAFP and ISFM Feline Environmental Needs Guidelines: www.catvets.com/

guidelines/practice-guidelines/environmental-needs-guidelines
< AAFP and ISFM Guidelines for Diagnosing and Solving House-Soiling Behavior 

in Cats: www.catvets.com/guidelines/practice-guidelines/house-soiling

foraging and hunting is essential.4 It is the
responsibility of the veterinary profession
to address feline welfare that meets these
cats’ needs.
There are some cats with welfare needs

that can never be met indoors. Often these
are cats that have previously been
outdoor-only, have conflict with other
animals and/or have particular physical 
or emotional needs that are not met in the
indoor environment. Whenever possible,
an outdoor enclosure is preferred (Figure 5).
If safe outdoor access is not possible,
other considerations must be taken for 
the welfare of the cat. 
Welfare of wildlife is addressed

elsewhere, whereas this statement
addresses the cat’s welfare. To improve
safety from their predators, it is
recommended that cats be allowed
outdoor access only during the day 
and kept indoors or in an outdoor
enclosure with indoor access at night.
Young cats and male cats are more likely
to engage in activities that increase risk 
of injury28,29 and should be monitored 
more closely. 

Figure 6 (a,b)
Veterinary teams can
help educate cat
owners on creating
an enriched indoor
environment where
cats can express
normal feline behaviors
that provides mental
and physical
stimulation as well as
exercise. Courtesy of
(a) Heather O’Steen
and (b) Kate Hurley
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