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A Not-So-Quiet Riot: Shelter Noise Levels

and Canine Stress

BY HILLARY TWINING

hile some shelter vet-

erans stop noticing

the ringing in their

ears after a while, new

employees often find
the noise level from their facility’s kennels
is enough to make their brains buzz. And
previous studies have indicated that ani-
mals’ reactions to loud noise are much like
those of their human counterparts: High
levels of sound can be a physical stressor
on the pets housed in the shelter and may
even have more serious health effects;
noise-induced increases in cortisol can
cause cardiovascular diseases, intestinal
problems, and immunosuppression. Since
dogs can hear sounds up to four times
quieter than those detected by humans—
and aren't in the habit of wearing hearing
protection—the enormous sound gener-
ated by their fellow canines can be a daily
impediment to their health.

To better quantify the noise levels to
which shelter animals are exposed, re-
searchers Crista Coppola, R. Mark Enns,
and Temple Grandin from Colorado
State University measured sound in vari-
ous holding areas of a shelter facility.
The study, “Noise in the Animal Shelter
Environment: Building Design and the
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Effects of Daily Noise Exposure,” was
published in the Journal of Applied Animal
Welfare Science in 2006 (Vol. 9, No. 1).

The researchers set up shop with
high-tech sound equipment, record-
ing noise levels over an 84-hour time
frame that spanned two weekdays and
two weekend days. Measurements
were taken using a noise dosimeter, the
same device commonly used to measure
workplace sound levels for the enforce-
ment of Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA) regulations.

The test site, a Colorado animal
shelter built in 1999, included five in-
door dog-holding areas known as “large
adoptable,” “large stray,” “small adopt-
able,” “small stray,” and “front intake.”
The large adoptable and large stray areas
were made of epoxy-painted cinder block
walls and seamless floors on a concrete
slab with exposed steel ceilings. The
small adoptable, small stray, and front
intake areas featured suspended non-
acoustical tile ceilings and plasterboard
walls. Rooms for small adoptable and
small stray dogs contained concrete slab
flooring and metal cages. In all of these
rooms, noise dosimeters were mounted
on the walls.

Subway, Dog, Propeller Plane

In considering the sound levels in the ken-
nels, researchers cited earlier studies that
determined noise levels over 70 decibels to
be “loud.” Sounds ranging from 90 to 120
decibels are “critical”; noise at this level
“can be felt as well as heard.” OSHA sets
the limit for workers at 90 decibels. Putting
those results in perspective, the authors
noted that a sound of 95 decibels is com-
parable to a subway train, and 120 decibels
is comparable to a propeller aircraft. By
comparison, a single barking dog can pro-
duce levels well above 100 decibels.

The morale of shelter
staff is also likely

to increase when

they don't have to
compete with piercing
background noise.

According to the researchers’ mea-
surements, the large adoptable area was
by far the loudest. At 880 square feet, this
area was the biggest of the facility's five
holding areas and held the most dogs (an
average of about 34 dogs during the time
the noise levels were being tested). Sound
levels in the large adoptable area remained
above 70 decibels for nearly 90 percent
of the time and above 100 decibels for
30 percent of the time. Noise measure-
ments in the large stray area (485 square
feet with an average of 15 dogs) were less
frequently above the 70-decibel thresh-
old but exceeded the 100-decibel thresh-
old nearly 40 percent of the time. Dogs
in the small adoptable (285 square feet
with about 10 dogs) and small stray (258
square feet with 9 dogs) holding areas
were subjected to noise above the 100-
decibel level for the least amount of time.

Design for Quiet
The design of the building and the ma-
terials used in construction contributed
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to this facility’s noise level, the research-
ers wrote. While the building was con-
structed recently, “there were no obvious
preventative measures in the design to
reduce noise and, in fact, design may
have had the opposite effect due to ani-
mal arrangement, the use of concrete
block, and exposed metal roofing,” the
researchers wrote. In certain areas of the
shelter, dogs could see the other dogs in
the room as well as staff located at cen-
tral work stations; this made for constant
stimulation and may have encouraged
frequent barking.

In addition, many of the building mate-
rials, with the exception of the suspended
ceilings, did not allow for noise absorption.
The authors note that an increasingly pop-
ular way to house shelter dogs is through
the use of self-contained rooms instead
of traditional kennels or runs. Such rooms
can better contain and absorb noise and
may also accommodate the group hous-
ing of dogs, which has been shown to
decrease noise caused by animal vocal-
izations and to increase the time animals
spend sleeping. The incorporation of com-
munal play areas can also help with noise
abatement, since mentally and physically
exercised dogs are often quieter.

Given that the effects of noise are
three-fold—having potentially negative
effects on sheltered animals, shelter staff,
and members of the public considering
adoption—researchers concluded that
noise abatement strategies should be in-
corporated into kennel design in order to
reduce stress and improve animal welfare.
“Because of its unpredictable and uncon-
trollable nature, the shelter is a stressful
environment for a dog, and any stress-
inducing stimuli that can be reduced or
eliminated should be addressed if pos-
sible,” the researchers wrote. "Without
regulations regarding noise levels in ani-
mal shelters, noise may continue to be
an overlooked variable and contribute to
reduced overall welfare.”

The morale of shelter staff is also likely
to benefit when staff members don't have
to compete with piercing background
noise—and shelter visitors may find it
easier to bond with a potential pet when
their ears aren't being jackhammered. AS




