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The fact is inescapable: domestic cats are the 
most popular companion animal in America! 
Millions of cats make their homes here, with 

more and more of them being truly integrated into the 
family unit.  The current trend toward keeping cats as 
indoor-only residents, while generally much safer for 
the cats than an outdoor lifestyle, has emphasized the 
disparity between behavior that is natural to the cat 
and behavior that is desired by the human. Fortuitously, 
this interactive habitation coincides with a movement 
embracing friendlier types of dog training equipment 
and techniques, such as positive reinforcement, clicker 
training, and no-pull harnesses.  The cat world has 
benefited from this paradigm shift away from coercive, 
dominance-based training styles and toward the 
more fun, but not permissive, positive reinforcement-
based style. In fact, it is the effectiveness of these non-
punishment based techniques that has unraveled the 
yarn that cats are asocial, untrainable and uninterested 
in working with humans. 

The above factors, along with television shows like 
“My Cat From Hell” on Animal Planet, have sparked 
awareness that human families often need help dealing 
with behavior that is natural for cats, but inconvenient 
to those of us who are not cats. The great news is that 
domestic cats can easily be taught behaviors that make 
indoor cohabitation less stressful and more fun!  Most 
foundation behaviors that are commonly taught to dogs 
are easily adaptable for use with cats. My favorites are five 
of the most important behaviors to have in your training 
repertoire no matter what species you work with:

• Name game
• Recall
• Go to place
• Nose target/follow
• On/off switch (impulse control)
These five trained behaviors can be part of a modification 

plan for a wide variety of problem situations. I frequently 
use a clicker as the marker for teaching these behaviors 
due to the ease of accurate marking of finite movements 
that occur at a distance from me. Throughout the article, 
when you read the words “clicker” or “click,” understand 
that I am referring to whatever tool you are using as your 
marker. So then, are your cat and dog not getting along? 
Cat ambushing you when you walk by? Have no fear, the 
foundation skills for cats are here! 
Name Game

Some people think this is a silly activity to label as a 
foundation skill, but if your learner doesn’t really know 
her name, thinks her name is “No! Bad Cat!” or knows 

that her human frequently vocalizes a certain pattern of 
sounds but the emphasis, volume, inflection and context 
varies so widely that the exact meaning is obscure, then 
this behavior is your definite starting point! For this 
foundation skill, you can choose a new nickname that 
has either no previous association for Kitty, or has always 
signaled something wonderful is about to happen. You 
can keep Kitty’s name if it is already positively associated 
with good happenings, or you can recondition it as a 
positively associated signal, but realize that this can be 
very challenging depending on the usage history. 

The end goal: the human uses the cat’s name 
appropriately as an attention signal followed by further 
instructions regarding desired behavior. The cat 
associates the name signal as an opportunity to focus 
on her human, receive further information and receive a 
fabulous reinforcer. 

How we get there: Lots of pairing the name with 
positive reinforcement! Set up your training sessions in 
a way that ensures success, just as you do in all of your 
training.  Start with scenarios in which Kitty is highly 
likely to respond to you saying her name, due to either 
high motivation, such as during meal preparation, or 
extremely low competing distractions. Say your chosen 
verbal signal, such as Kitty’s new nickname, click and 
reinforce ANY attention towards you. Wait for Kitty to 
move or turn away from you again, and then repeat the 
name signal with click and reinforcement. Super easy! 
After a few successful sessions, play with added distance, 
distraction and different reinforcement. Click as soon as 
Kitty begins to turn her head toward you and then supply 
the reinforcer. It may help you to watch her neck muscles 
for the initiation of a head turn because if you click when 
she has already made the large movement, you will 
click late. This is a great exercise for experimentation on 
a variety of reinforcements, so test out toys, interactive 
games, various edible delicacies, access to locations, 
walking outside on harness, a brushing session, or any 
other activity your cat craves. 
Recall

Guess what?! You have already begun your recall 
training with the name game behavior! We simply want 
to build that behavior up from Kitty turning to look at 
us when we call her name into a recall by having her 
follow up the attention to us with a run to our location. 
Most cats already have some sort of a recall cue such as, 
“Oh, was that the can opener?” or “Dad just opened the 
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TREAT closet!!” But now we want to put it on a more 
official vocal signal. On that note, keep in mind that 
you can also use visual signals instead of, or in addition 
to, the auditory signals depending on your final goal. 
Sometimes you may even want contextual cues as well 
(such as Kitty coming to you whenever guests come to 
the door so you know she won’t dart out as they come in). 

The end goal: Kitty is given the recall signal or is in 
a situation that acts as a contextual cue, and she runs 
immediately to her human no matter what is going on 
around her.

How we get there: The first step is to decide what you 
want to have as your recall cue and/or what situations 
you want to set up as automatic recall contexts. Once 
you have made your choice, start practicing! Move a few 
feet away and give Kitty her name game signal, click the 
head turn, and then hold the reinforcer out and move 
backwards a bit so Kitty has to follow. Don’t overdo it! We 
want Kitty to be able to easily catch up with you, but also 
to get the idea to move to you wherever you are. When 
Kitty is able to do this reliably multiple times, then you 
can start adding your recall signal. The key to success 
on this behavior is practice, practice, practice, in every 
variation of distraction you can imagine. This is a great 
behavior to incorporate some Premack principle in the 
training process. Call Kitty away from a fun activity, 
reinforce her for coming to you and then release her to 
go back to her fun activity. Then the next time you need 
Kitty to come away from an activity she enjoys, but you 
don’t approve of, she won’t have to wonder if going to 
you indicates and end to her fun. 
Nose Target: Stationary and Follow

Nose targeting is one of the absolute easiest and most 
delightful behaviors to teach your cat! It is extremely 
versatile to use and can be built on in many ways to teach 
more advanced skills. For example, the target can be used to 
direct the cat to jump up on something, follow you, or even 
do fun stuff like spin or stand up. Just use your imagination!

The end goal: Present a pointed finger or target stick 
and Kitty touches it with her nose.

How we get there: Cats generally use their noses to 
check out any newly presented object. We will simply 
take advantage of the behavior and reinforce it. Introduce 
your chopstick, finger or official target stick by presenting 
the end close to Kitty’s nose, and click when she reaches 
forward to check it out.  What if Kitty doesn’t move 
forward to sniff your target? Simply remove the target 
and present it again a bit closer, or rub a bit of something 
smelly on the end so there is more of an incentive to 
investigate it.  Ideally, you will not fall into the “food 
baiting” trap, but if you choose to go that route (perhaps 
while dealing with a fearful cat in the shelter when 
you have VERY limited time to make obvious visible 
improvement in the cat’s behavior), only add enticement 
to the target two or three times in the very beginning and 
then get rid of it ASAP! Otherwise, Kitty will only focus 
on the food smell and not approach the target unless it is 
deliciously scented. As Kitty gets the hang of touching 
her nose to the target, you can start to move the target 

around a little bit so that she has to move her nose around 
to reach it. Now you’re target training!  When Kitty is 
consistently touching the target you can add a verbal 
cue such as “touch” or “nose.”  To add a verbal cue, you 
simply say the word as Kitty does the behavior, repeat, 
and the behavior has a name!

To morph this into a follow behavior, simply move your 
target slightly forward (tiny movements at first so the cat 
doesn’t get discouraged or think that she made the wrong 
move and caused the target to go away), and click as the 
cat is approaching the target rather than waiting to click 
when the cat actually touches the target. I generally use a 
toss of the post-click treat from my hand with the index 
finger pointed out in the direction the treat is headed. 
This can help teach the cat to head in the direction of 
the finger point. A video illustrating this appears in the 
resource section. 
Go to Place

Go to place is a vital behavior to teach all cats as an area 
to relax in, assist in practicing self-control, and so they 
have a place to go and stay out of trouble. Anything can 
be used as the place for Kitty to go, and you can have 
multiple places, even portable ones. Whip out your mat 
to teach Kitty not to attack Fluffy during dinner time. 
Signal “place” to send Kitty to relax on her bed instead 
of swatting the dog. The applications are limitless! This 
is one of my favorite foundation skills to teach because 
it is such fun to make a boring old place mat take on 
extraordinary powers of awesomeness just by using the 
principles of behavior science. 

The end goal: Be able to signal Kitty to relax on her 
place anywhere, anytime, no matter what is going on in 
the environment around you.

How we get there: Obviously, you first must decide on 
what your places are going to be! Start by considering 
where and when you are having a difficulty that a go 
to place behavior will help resolve. This will help you 
determine what to use for your places and where to 
put them. Consider training one that is a portable mat 
that can be moved to different areas of the house or 
taken out on expeditions as needed. If you haven’t yet 
purchased Leslie McDevitt’s book Control Unleashed, 
do so immediately! She has an excellent description of 
training “go to mat” and many creative ideas on how to 
use it. While the book is focused on dogs, many of the 
concepts and training ideas are applicable to cats as well.

There are many ways to teach Kitty to go to her place 
and relax, but I usually prefer to use shaping methods 
because I am often focused on getting cats to engage 
their puzzle-solving brains. If I just need a fast “go to 
your mat and stay there instead of jump on the counter 
during dinner time,” I may use a target or food lure to 
get Kitty on her place and then deliver the reinforcement 
on the mat, cat bed, kitty tree, or whatever other chosen 
alternative location I want Kitty to hang out on. The 
finished behavior may then require the lure to be fully 
or partially faded. Some clients prefer to leave a finger 
target as a signal for Kitty to go to her place, while I 
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prefer to completely fade the lure and use either a visual 
or verbal signal. For a portable go to place behavior, the 
presentation of the place becomes the cue for Kitty to go 
to it and hang out. 

The basic steps for teaching go to place are:
1) Click and reinforce any attention to the place (or if 

you chose luring, you use it here)
2) Shape the approximations through Kitty getting on 

the place (or luring onto the place)
3) Deliver reinforcement away from the place so that 

Kitty is reset into position for another approach
4) Repeat until Kitty is magnetized to the place!
5) Teach an all done signal or release cue
6) Practice on all of your chosen places
7) Hit the road with Kitty and the portable place for a 

real training adventure!
I recommend adding in a shaped or captured relaxed 

down once Kitty is reliably going to her place. Remember, 
the goal is not for Kitty to just run over to a specified 
location, but rather go to that spot and relax.  Teaching 
the cat to relax on the mat can help her learn to think 
through excitement rather than just reacting.
On/Off Switch (Impulse Control)

If you have never been around a highly aroused cat 
who has been triggered over threshold, you may not 
realize how hazardous these situations can be.  An 
over-aroused cat can behave very aggressively, lashing 
out and biting the triggering individual, as well as 
redirecting aggression onto any others in the vicinity. 
Believe it or not, I have received phone calls from more 
than one client trapped in a bathroom by a furious cat 
pacing outside the door! To make matters even more 
complicated, the design of the domestic cat’s nervous 
system is such that the physiological arousal may not 
subside for 24 hours or longer, and once it is engaged, 
it becomes more sensitized to respond to similar and 
ever-expanding triggers.  So it makes sense to teach 
and condition Kitty to practice impulse control and self-
calming, while we simultaneously work to raise the cat’s 
tolerance of arousing triggers. 

The end goal: Kitty learns to think calmly through 
stress, excitement, and arousal. She also utilizes the tools 
around her to off-load some self-control and engages in 
solution-finding with little input from her human.

How we get there: Going to place plays an important role 
in teaching the on/off-switch game, so be certain to have 
a solid place behavior ready to call on for the calm off-
switch segment of the game. Begin with Kitty on the mat 
in a relaxed down. Choose reinforcement that encourages 
movement and excitement for the on-switch portion of the 
game, and then send Kitty to her place to relax. It is vital 
to begin training this skill in a very calm, low-distraction 
setting because we want the reinforcement, and the 
human controlling it, to be the only things ramping up 
Kitty’s excitement level. When Kitty is calm, give your 
release signal and bring out the toy to play with. Get a bit 
rowdy! Before Kitty gets anywhere near her high-arousal 

threshold, remove the toy and hide it behind your back 
or put it up out of sight. Wait for Kitty to either go to her 
place on her own or look to you for an explanation of what 
the heck just happened to her toy. If she looks to you for 
direction, give the signal to go back to her place and relax 
again. When she shows a bit of calmness, release and bring 
out the toy again! Repeat this cycle a few times and stop 
while Kitty is still engaged and interested in the training 
session. Give your all finished signal and move on to your 
next daily “to do” item. 

As Kitty gets the hang of the behavior and learns to 
recover from bouts of stimulating fun, you can gradually 
up the ante by adjusting distance, distraction, duration 
and intensity of all the factors involved. Pretty soon you 
will have a cat who sends herself to her place when she 
starts to get aroused or stressed, or maybe whenever 
she just wants to have a play session! With continued 
practice, this skill will also be available when Kitty is in 
other situations and can even be helpful when humans 
are out of the house. It is a great idea to have at least one 
stationary place Kitty has practiced going to when she 
is in need of calming down and feeling safe. This spot 
can then be used for Kitty’s safe zone if something scary 
happens when the humans are away from home.
Foundation Skills Wrap-up

Now that you are convinced that cats need and want to 
learn some of the same foundation skills that we teach our 
dogs, what are you doing hanging around here reading 
magazines? Get out there and do some training with your 
cats! If you don’t have cats, head to your local shelter or 
approach your clients that cohabitate in cat-dog families. 
Who wouldn’t be excited to hear someone say they want 
to come teach their cats some useful life skills that will 
lead to a much happier and more peaceful household or 
higher probability of adoption?
Presentation and Additional Video Resources:

Behavior Toolkit video by Behavior Works  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=3YY7IhoebQo
Reinforcer Strength video by Behavior Works  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=mGzpGqonmhw 
Go to Mat  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ua5VmYTpZKA  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=geficRba9kQ 
Look Game 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=MN4jp-muj1s 
Carrier  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=egwBo0o2FN8&list=FL30M2F
xze7Py-hPZMwZ4xJg&feature=mh_lolz

Jacqueline Munera, CCBC, PCBC, CAP 2, is an IAABC CC 
BC and is co-instructor of the Companion Animal Sciences 
Institute’s Diploma of Feline Behavior program. As owner of 
Positive Cattitudes in Tampa, FL, she coaches human clients 
on how to live in harmony with their cats and dogs, while 
encouraging people to push the boundaries of what they think 
cats are capable of.  Jacqueline presents internationally on a 
variety of cat training and behavior topics and has published 
multiple cat related articles. Jacqueline and Jazzmanda are 
the first human-cat team in the world to pass level 2 of Kay 
Laurence’s challenging test of clicker training skills, the 
Competency Assessment Programme (CAP). You 
can contact her or see some of her cat training and 
behavior videos at www.PositiveCattitudes.com.
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