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Abstract

Play and welfare have long been linked within animal research literature, with play considered as both a potential indicator and promoter 
of welfare. An indicator due to observations that play is exhibited most frequently in times when an animal’s fitness is not under threat 
and when immediate needs such as food, water and adequate space are met. And a promoter, because of observations that animals 
who play more also have better welfare outcomes. However, limited research has been undertaken to investigate this link, especially in 
companion animals. The domestic cat (Felis catus) is one of the most popular companion animals in the world, yet little is known about 
the impact of play behaviour on cat welfare. We review the current literature on play and welfare in cats. This includes examining the 
role of cat play in mitigating negative welfare outcomes, such as reducing problem behaviours, one of the leading reasons for guardian 
dissatisfaction and cat relinquishment to shelters. Play is also discussed as a potential tool to provide environmental enrichment and to 
improve cat-human relationships. Future areas for research are suggested. We find that further research is needed that uses a multi-
faceted approach to assess how quantity, type and quality of play impact subsequent cat behaviour and welfare. Future research could 
also assess cat play needs and preferences as well as investigate the role of play in mitigating threats to cat welfare such as reducing 
problem behaviour and improving human-cat relationships. If play is an indicator and promoter of welfare, studies into the impact of 
play may offer an accessible approach for monitoring and improving domestic cat welfare.
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Introduction 
As humans learn more about the animals we share our lives 
with, we have become increasingly concerned about how 
animals are treated within society and how we can protect 
and promote their welfare (Broom 1991; Fraser 2009b; 
Widmar et al 2018). While no consensus on what defines 
animal welfare exists, for many the concept of welfare 
includes both freedom from pain and suffering, as well as 
the presence of positive experiences that make life worth 
living (Fraser 2009a; Broom & Fraser 2015; Mellor 2016). 
Previous studies into welfare often focused on avoiding 
negative outcomes. Only recently has positive welfare 
begun to be explored. This is especially true regarding 
affective state, a term that describes the sentient underlying 
experience of emotions, feelings, or moods such as joy, 
anger, pain, or hunger (Russell 2003; Fraser 2008; Ahloy-
Dallaire et al 2018), and a core component of what many 
believe constitues good animal welfare. One class of 
behaviour within the animal behaviour toolbox that may 
offer a unique opportunity to both investigate and improve 
welfare is play, a behaviour that has now been recognised 
for its role in processes key to surviving and thriving, such 

as social, emotional, cognitive, and sensorimotor develop-
ment (Vanderschuren & Trezza 2013). As a result of this, 
and the common observation that play is only observed in 
times when all basic needs have been met (Ahloy-Dallaire 
et al 2018), play is considered both an indicator and 
promoter of welfare in many species (Held & Špinka 2011). 
Limited research has investigated this concept or researched 
the associations between play and welfare, including play 
associations with positive affective state, especially in 
companion animal species (Oliveira et al 2010; Held & 
Špinka 2011; Hausberger et al 2012; Mintline et al 2013; 
Sommerville et al 2017; Ahloy-Dallaire et al 2018).  
The domestic cat (Felis catus) is the second most common 
companion animal in the world (Growth from Knowledge 
2016). Despite this popularity, few studies have investigated 
the impact of play on cat welfare (Strickler & Shull 2014; 
Loberg & Lundmark 2016; Duffy et al 2017). If play is an 
indicator and promoter of welfare and affective state, studies 
into the impact of play may offer an accessible approach for 
guardians, veterinarians, and shelters to monitor and improve 
domestic cat welfare. Currently, little is known about how 
much play is available to cats, what factors are associated 
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