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Stress Levels in Captive North American River Otters (Lontra canadensis) Dependant Upon the Frequency of
Behavioral Enrichment

Stereotyped behavior is an all too common problem in animals that live in captivity. When bored or ill cared
for, animals exhibit stereotyped behaviors such as pacing, weaving and even self-mutilation. When the
general public observes these actions, many become concerned and lose interest in the protection and
education of these animals. Aquariums and Zoos throughout the world are attempting to combat this
unfortunate course of events with the introduction of behavioral enrichment. Behavioral Enrichment aims to
have the captive animal exhibit the same behaviors and actions as they would in the wild. Providing the
animals with interaction in the form of commands or toys helps to decrease the amount of time exhibiting
stereotyped behaviors.

This researcher manipulated non-edible behavioral enrichment on an 18 day cycle, 6 days without
enrichment, 6 days of enrichment every other day, and 6 days of enrichment every day. Through the
collection of fecal samples every other day, the stress levels in captive North American River Otters were
measured using a newly validated procedure involving the measurement of glucocorticoid levels in the feces.
Data showed that stress levels were the highest when non-edible behavioral enrichment was present every
other day and were lowest when non-edible behavioral enrichment was present every day.

By manipulating this non-edible behavioral enrichment and analyzing the stress levels, aquariums and zoos
throughout the world will be able to determine if non-edible behavioral enrichment is effective in reducing
the stress in captive North American River Otters.
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