
MWD Enrichment Activity Overview – Sensory Stimulation 

1. Basic Description of the Activity

This guide details the use of sensory-based activities to enrich the MWD's environment, reduce 
stress, and provide novelty. MWDs are constantly processing sensory information, and by deliberately 
managing their environment's sights, sounds, smells, and textures, we can significantly improve their 
welfare. This is not about entertainment, but about creating a more calming, engaging, and species-
appropriate living space. A kenneled MWD cannot control their environment, so it is our duty to 
introduce a variety of opportunities that stimulate their senses in a positive way. This guide will focus 
on Sound, Scent (Olfaction), Sight, and Touch. 

2. Enrichment Categories Covered

• Sensory: The primary focus, stimulating the auditory, olfactory, visual, and tactile
systems.

• Cognitive: Engages the MWD's brain as it processes new and novel sensory information.

• Social: Sensory activities can be shared experiences, such as a handler grooming the
MWD or watching a movie together.

• Physical: Certain sensory activities, like chasing bubbles or exploring a new environment,
encourage physical movement.

3. Logistics Required

• Sound:

• Sound source (portable Bluetooth speaker, integrated kennel sound system).

• Sound level meter or a smartphone app (NIOSH SLM app is a reliable option) to
measure decibels.

• Curated playlists of calming classical music, audiobooks, or nature sounds.

• Scent (Olfaction):

• Scent delivery system (e.g., wax warmer, essential oil diffuser, plug-in, or spray
bottle).

• Research-supported scents (e.g., lavender, chamomile, ginger, coconut).

• Pheromones: A Dog Appeasing Pheromone (DAP) diffuser (e.g., Adaptil).

• Sight:

• Non-toxic bubble solution and bubble machine.

• Projector or a safely secured television/monitor.

• Secure tethering equipment for outdoor use.



• Touch (Tactile):

• Variety of bedding textures (e.g., cooling mats, soft fleece blankets, raised beds).

• Grooming tools (brushes, combs).

• A designated, safe digging area (e.g., a sandpit).

4. Getting Started: Prerequisites

• For the Human:

• Must be proficient in reading MWD body language to assess for signs of enjoyment
versus stress (e.g., lip licking, yawning, avoidance).

• Understands the principle of "less is more," especially with scents.

• Knows how to operate equipment safely (e.g., no exposed electrical cords, securing
screens).

• For the Dog:

• Must have medical clearance from the VCO/VMO.

• Should not have any known allergies or sensitivities to specific scents.

Step-by-Step Procedure 

A. Auditory (Sound) Enrichment

1. What to Play: Research supports the use of classical, reggae, and soft rock music to
reduce stress behaviors. Audiobooks or nature soundscapes can also provide novelty
without being overstimulating.

2. Volume Control: The sound should be for background ambiance, not a concert. Keep
the volume at a conversation level (e.g., 55-60 decibels). Use the NIOSH SLM app or a
decibel meter to measure the sound level from where all MWDs listening to the music
rest.

3. Delivery and Schedule: Play sound during known rest periods, such as mid-day or
overnight. It is critical to rotate the sounds and provide periods of silence. Continuous,
unchanging noise becomes meaningless (habituation) and is no longer enriching. Sound
can be played via speakers retrofitted into the kennel facility, in the patrol vehicle during
downtime, or via small portable

B. Olfactory (Scent) Enrichment

1. CRITICAL SAFETY - AVOID OPERATIONAL INTERFERENCE: The primary
concern is ensuring enrichment scents do not interfere with the MWD's trained odor
detection capabilities. Use only single-molecule, non-target odors that are distinct from
operational scents. Scents should never be applied directly to the MWD or their
food/water.



2. What to Use: Calming scents with some research backing include lavender,
chamomile, ginger, and coconut. Additionally, Dog Appeasing Pheromone (DAP)
diffusers can be effective.

3. How to Use and Gauge Strength: Use a diffuser, wax warmer, or a few sprays of a
scent mixed with water onto a specific object or area. The Golden Rule: If you can
smell it easily, it may be overwhelmingly strong for the MWD's sensitive nose.

4. Provide Agency (Choice): The MWD must be able to move away from a scent they do not
like. For example, if used in the kennel run, place the scent source at one end of the kennel
run, leaving the other end scent-free. This gives the dog control over their own exposure.

Integrating Sensory Enrichment & Advanced Scenarios 

• Sensory Stacking: Combine different forms of enrichment. Play calming music during
feeding time. Put on a nature documentary during a treadmill session. Take the MWD for
an on-leash run in a completely new environment for a massive influx of new sights,
sounds, and smells.

• The "Sensory Garden": Designate a secure yard as a sensory garden. Include different
substrates to walk on (mulch, grass, sand), non-toxic plants to smell (like lavender or
rosemary), and visual breaks like small shrubs or panels for the MWD to explore.

C. Visual (Sight) Enrichment

1. In the Kennel:

• Simply providing access to the outdoor portion of the kennel run allows the
MWD to observe daily activities, weather, and wildlife.

• Use a bubble machine with non-toxic bubbles inside or outside the kennel to
encourage visual tracking and playful interaction. Carefully monitor for any
inappropriate interaction.

• "Movie time" can be provided with a projector aimed at a wall or a safely secured
screen, playing animal- or nature-focused content.

2. Outside the Kennel: The simple act of being outside in a new environment is visually
enriching. This can be in a fenced-in yard for self-paced exploration or safely tethered in a
designated spot to observe their surroundings (only for well-acclimated MWDs under
supervision).

D. Tactile (Touch) Enrichment

1. In the Kennel: Rotate different bedding textures—a cool, smooth mat on hot days, a
soft fleece blanket on cold days, or a raised cot.

2. Handler Interaction: Positive, low stress grooming sessions with different brushes
can be a fantastic form of tactile enrichment that also strengthens the handler bond.

3. Environmental: Provide access to a designated digging pit filled with sand or loose
soil, or take walks on varied terrain (grass, dirt trails, crunchy leaves) to stimulate the
paw pads.



• Bubble Chase Run: During yard time, use a bubble machine while the handler
encourages the MWD to run and chase the bubbles. This combines physical activity
with visual tracking. Be mindful for the wind taking bubbles into unsafe areas:

• Higher than is safe for the MWD to jump for.

• Against a fence or over an obstacle.
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