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The time of the cat has well and truly arrived! The 
powers that be, wherever and whoever they be, have 
reached accord and agree cats shall no longer be 

deemed second-class citizens. For some, it has been a long 
and tiresome crusade that has achieved results beyond 
imagining. In part one of this series (“Set Up Cats in the 
Shelter for Success,” The APDT Chronicle of the Dog, Spring 
2013), you learned how to provide cats with a habitat that 
supports their ethological needs on a species-wide level, 
while modifying components to suit each individual cat’s 
preferences. In part two (“Enrichment for Cats in the 
Shelter,” The APDT Chronicle of the Dog, Summer 2013), 
you learned even more about environmental adjustments 
that contribute to the mental, emotional and physical 
welfare of captive cats. This third installment about 
adding training to your shelter program will be the 
catnip on top of your cat welfare improvement dessert! 
We will cover harness-walking programs and ideas on 
increasing the desirability of some harder-to-place cat 
populations. The article will be continued in the next 
issue, which will cover how to use training techniques 
for behavior challenges and husbandry procedures.

Millions of humans are demanding equal resources for 
their feline and canine progeny, and the idea that cats are 
trainable is no longer an astonishingly deviant concept. 
Animal shelters and rescue organizations are catching 
the cat training fever too! Many organizations utilize 
cat-friendly training techniques to increase adoptability 
and provide mental enrichment, physical exercise and 
reduced stress for their resident cats. These programs 
range from cat walking groups to programs that focus 
on improving the adoptability of difficult-to-place 
populations, such as senior or black cats. Some shelters, 
such as Denver Dumb Friends League and the Cat Depot, 
even offer cat training classes for the public, and kitten 
kindergarten classes are finally catching on worldwide. 
All organizations can benefit from some sort of cat 
training program; the hard part is deciding which of the 
many options is right for you.

Just in case there is any shred of doubt: cats CAN be 
trained!

If people can teach manatees to urinate on cue, tigers 
to present their tails in a specific position for a blood 
draw, and bears to open their mouths for examination, 
then training a domestic cat to do anything is pretty 
non-spectacular. While blatant negative statements 
about the trainability of cats have become relatively rare, 
I still occasionally hear a bit of skepticism when I tell 

people that understanding and applying the basics of 
operant learning to our interactions with cats can make 
a substantial positive impact. In fact, the impact may be 
the difference between life and death for cats in shelter 
situations and for those engaging in behaviors deemed, 
rightly so or not, unacceptable to their human caretakers. 
The evidence is clear and we can all agree: cats CAN be 
trained!

Decide on a purpose for your training program

Training is a multi-functional activity! There are obvious 
benefits to teaching cats in the shelter to perform specific 
behaviors on cue. For example, a cat who has been taught 
to put her paw on your hand for nail clipping would be 
pretty darn convenient. Targeting at-risk populations 
(for example, the two previously mentioned groups, 
seniors and black cats), for trick training is an overtly 
beneficial method of increasing their “cuteness quotient” 
(AKA adoptability) by helping them stand out from the 
crowd and be more desirable to potential adopters. Less 
obvious, but potentially even more important, are the 
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benefits of the training sessions themselves, regardless of 
the behavior being trained. Sessions can provide mental 
and physical exercise for the cats, facilitate positive 
associations between cats and humans, and potentially 
build confidence in shy, anxious or fearful cats. Most 
individuals desire some measure of control over events 
in their lives, a commodity that is frequently in short 
supply for cats in shelter situations. Training can also 
be used to enlist cats as engaged participants in daily 
shelter routines, giving them control and choices about 
their activities. 

Training 101 reminders
I am making an assumption that if you are reading this 

article, you have at least some understanding of operant 
learning, respondent conditioning techniques and 
basic companion animal training skills. If not, do some 
learning and then return forthwith! For the rest of you, 
I provide a simple reminder that training in a shelter or 
rescue situation should never add to the learner’s distress. 
Training sessions can be fun, interesting, challenging, 
relaxing or any other number of adjectives depending 
on your goal, but they should never be distressing to the 
participants. Keep this principle in mind, dwell primarily 
in the positive reinforcement realm with potential 
sprinkles of negative reinforcement, and adjust sessions 
according the comfort level of each learner.

Every interaction sets the stage for future possibilities 
Operant learning and respondent conditioning occur 

together simultaneously and constantly! While you 
spend time focused on an operant learning task, there 
are associations being formed between the cat and 
various surrounding stimuli. The cat is becoming 
more comfortable with his surroundings, the training 
paraphernalia (i.e., clicker, mat, carrier, target, etc.), other 
individuals in the area, strange human movements, and 
an infinite number of other things going on around him. 
Or he is developing unpleasant associations with any one 
or more of those things! It is your mission to be aware that, 
as training legend Bob Bailey is known to say, “Pavlov is 
always sitting on your shoulder.”(One of many resources 
to read for further explanation is www.coherentdog.org/
arc2006/rebpavlov.htm) 

Motivators for cats in the shelter
Let’s just get the number one negative mental script 

related to training cats out of the way immediately: cats 
ARE food motivated! If a cat is truly not food motivated, 
then you have far bigger problems than a training 
challenge. That cat is dead! More likely is that the cat 
is not motivated by the food you are offering, either in 
general or in relation to the behavior you are requesting, 
at the time you are offering it, in the situation you offer 
it in. Go back to your training 101 education again, and 
watch Dr. Susan Friedman’s video Reinforcer Strength 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mGzpGqonmhw), 
and then reevaluate your mental script that cats are not 
food motivated.

In addition to food, there are many other reinforcers 
available to you during your interactions with shelter 
cats. Opportunity to engage in, or escape from, social 
interaction with you can be a strong motivator or 
reinforcer in any situation. Angela Rentfro demonstrates 
her study of using negative reinforcement to help feral 
cats on her DVD Feline Fearful to Feline Friendly. There are 
also many great resources on using social interaction 
as positive reinforcement for dogs in the shelter 
environment, many of which can be adapted for use with 
cats. For example, “door darting” cats can be trained to 
go to a specific location in the kennel in order to “make” 
the human open the kennel door. Keep in mind that 
using a combination of reinforcers can be very powerful! 
You can place a homemade treat delivery tube close to 
the stationing location and reinforce the cat for staying 
while you work through the steps of opening the kennel 
door. Gradually replace the treats with the door opening 
followed by something fun happening. 

Toys and games can be very strong reinforcers for some 
cats, particularly those in smaller kennels and those who 
have energy to burn. I really like using an interactive 

Continued on next page

Ingrid Johnson, CCBC, at Fundamentally Feline, delivering a treat through a tube from 

a paper towel roll

session with a wand toy to reinforce sitting calmly on the 
mat because it can help build the cat’s impulse control 
skills. A play session can also be a fantastic prize for a 
cat coming when called. Check out www.nekoflies.com/
how-to-use for tips on one of the best wand toys on the 
market. 

Going to visit fun places can be an effective reinforcer 
for getting in the carrier. Perhaps use some delicious 
treats to train going in the carrier and graduate up to a 
ride in the carrier that ends in a visit to the fun humans 
in the office, an adventurous romp in a room with an 
outside view, or a session with a favorite feline friend. 

Touch can be used for many cats, depending on their 
preferences. One cat may move mountains for a chin 
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scratch, while another cat may enjoy an ear massage 
only if there are no yummy snacks available. Massage 
can be extremely helpful and reinforcing for many cats, 
but cats in the shelter are often particularly stressed and 
can benefit substantially. Check out the book and video  
by cat massage pioneer Maryjean Ballner (listed in the 
Resources section of this article) to learn the right ways 
to touch a cat. 

Use some creativity! One of my clients had a cat who 
would do just about anything for a session with a battery 
powered massager. Another cat enjoyed chasing bugs so 
much that I used the activity as a reinforcer for coming 
when I whistled. Many cats enjoy being brushed enough 
that it can lessen the negative impact of unpleasant 
procedures such as nail trims or ear drops. 

Just plain old fun! Oh, and learn some skills along the 
way

The sheltering world has a few terms, including 
“kennel crazy” or “kennel stressed,” to label an animal 
who has reached the limit of his or her tolerance for 
daily containment in a kennel or cage. In essence, this is 
similar to the human affliction of “cabin fever” in which 
you are just so sick of being cooped up in your house 
that even a trip to the grocery store sounds awesome. 
Humans exposed to this un-fun state of being on a daily 
basis due to illness, injury, blizzards or whatever other 
unpleasant circumstances, can tell us that it is pretty 
awful. In the shelter, a few ways cats may tell us they are 
kennel stressed include: 

Becoming less tolerant to handling and husbandry 
procedures.

Becoming reactive or behaving aggressively 
towards others.

Mutilating themselves.

Shutting down and getting depressed.

What can we do to help these cats cope? Get them out 
of the kennel! Many shelters have started successful cat 
walking programs in which volunteers teach the cats to 
walk around on harnesses during adoption events and 
on shelter property. Shelly Thayer from The Cat Depot 
says, “It can be a great energy buster for cats who need 
exercise to reduce their anxiety and fulfill their urge 
to run.” Teaching the cats to wear their harnesses and 
walk on leash has an obvious end-goal behavior, but 
remember that the training sessions on the path to that 
goal serve purposes that are just as important. Each 
interaction builds positive or negative associations for 
the cat and flavors his or her ideas about a wide variety 
of happenings related to the process. Some of these 
happenings are quite easy for us to identify and control, 
such as the presence of a human holding a harness 
predicting a fun adventure. Others are not clear to us but 
are so salient to the cat that they taint details far and wide. 
For example, if you use the same harness on multiple cats 

and then put it on a cat who has intensely unfavorable 
notions about the scent of unknown cats, you can paint 
multiple components of the experience with the brush of 
atrociousness. The association between the human, the 
presentation of the harness and the cat’s hostile reaction 
is probably discernible to even a behavior novice. How 
many of the other potentially contaminated components 
would you recognize? Many details about the human 
responsible for producing the item with the offending 
odor, including gender, mannerisms, apparel, and more 
can infect future interactions, not only with that person 
but also with other humans who are unlucky enough 
to share those traits. The time of day, day of the week, 
random sounds, locations and a long list of other obscure 
factors can quickly become relevant to the cat through 
association with an agreeable or unpleasant incident. 
Our goal is to facilitate an abundance of the agreeable 
and minimize the unpleasant.

Steps to stepping out in harness 

There are now many safe, comfortable harnesses 
specifically designed for cat physiology. I recommend 
having multiple different styles available in your shelter 
so that you can see what works best for your cat walkers 
and the individual cat participants. Some cats prefer a 
step-in style harness, while others may favor an over-the-
head version, but ALL cats want to look good while out 

Cat Depot volunteer Jeff and one of the shelter cats on a walk
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on an expedition. Seriously, I don’t know if cats care about 
fashion, but don’t waste this opportunity to help your 
cats stand out from the crowd! Choose harness colors 
that complement the cat’s coat or eye color, dress the cats 
in harness outfits that are certain to incite conversation 
and an irresistible urge to adopt. Of course, target the 
cats who are generally more challenging to get adopted 
such as seniors, your special-needs residents and black 
cats. 

Some of your more confident and sociable cats will easily 
take to wearing a harness and going out for adventures. 
Most of the cats need a bit of time to adjust and learn how 
fun it is to wear this strange contraption. The process can 
be done many different ways that can be tailored to suit 
the skills of the humans and individual cats participating. 
If you have people skilled with using a marker to train, 
they can set up step-by-step shaping sessions that hand 
control over to the cat. Enlist the cats as partners in the 
process, rather than have harness training be just one 
more thing done to them. Shaping sessions also require 
the cat to focus and engage mentally, an activity that is 
natural for these skilled predators but is too often lacking 
during a shelter stay. 

If you don’t have people skilled in using a marker during 
training, you can still set up shaping sessions. Break the 
walking on harness behavior into small steps and use 
motivators chosen by the cat to reinforce performance 
of those approximations. Each cat determines his or 
her starting point and how fast s/he moves through the 
approximations to the goal behaviors. For example, you 
may have cats who require a few sessions of just having 
the harness present in their kennel while receiving 
scrumptious snacks, a delectable chin brushing, or an 
interactive play session, before they can even look at the 
strange contraption without running. Other cats may 
easily stick their heads through the harness to reach a 
treat on the other side of the loop and will just need a bit 
of time getting used to the feel of the straps before they 
are ready to go on full-fledged excursions. Let the cats 
get comfortable with each stage of training before adding 
in more challenging steps. Here is a breakdown of some 
of the approximations you want to be aware of and work 
through during training sessions:

Visual presence of harness/leash

Sounds made by metal rings, buckles clipping, 
leash clip

Scents of the materials, other individuals who have 
handled or worn the harness/leash

Actions involved in stepping into harness, putting 
head into harness

Weight of harness

Movements of human while putting harness/leash 
on

Hanging out with just the harness on

Moving around safe zone (i.e., kennel or cage) with 
just the harness on 

Hanging out or moving around safe zone with 
harness on and human holding loose leash 

Feel a bit of tension in leash while in safe zone

When the cat is ready, start adding in bits of walking 
adventure! Be ready for training along the way:

Will you walk past other cats in the shelter?

Other humans?

Will you go outside? 

Will you travel to adoption events? If so, what 
situations will you need to train for there?

And the most important final step: get cat adopted 
because everyone wants THAT cool cat!

Walking a cat isn’t like walking a dog. Or IS it?

Just recently I read another article with the same old 
tune about “cats do this, dogs do this.” It was really 
disheartening because it was written by a behavior 
professional who really should know better by now. 
I cringe when I hear things like “training a cat isn’t 
the same as training a dog.” Well, no, it isn’t the same, 
but neither is training an individual dog the same as 
training another individual dog. Learning principles are 
universal across species and ethological study can guide 
us through species typical responses, but “the behavior 
of individuals is always a study of one” (Dr. Susan 
Friedman). I have seen cats take to walking on harness 
like they were born just for that activity, and I have seen 
dogs who have had an inability to walk on leash to such 
an extent that it endangered their lives. Why not put away 
the false stereotypes of what a cat “should” or “shouldn’t” 
do and simply get down to the business of discovering 
what your cats need in order to be successful?

Cuteness quotient increase = adoption!

As you can imagine, cats on walkabout receive a colossal 
bump in cuteness equity. However, there are other ways 
to draw adopters to your kitties who are a tad more 
challenging to place. The mission here is to differentiate 
and spotlight these wonderful characters and make them 
highly desirable for adopters. Fun tricks are generally 
easy to teach and provide very impressive results 

What sort of tricks are a treat for shelter cats?

Think of fun tricks as a way of showing off how smart 
and fabulous your kitty performers are! Bonus points 
can be earned for behavior that convinces potential 
adopters that the cat is performing exclusively for them, 
rather than everyone. These are the sorts of behavior 
adopters often describe as a key part of why they chose 

Continued on next page
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a specific cat to join their family. They indicate that the 
cat actually chose them! Think about cats reaching their 
paws out to touch the potential adopter, responding to 
their name by approaching and purr-meowing, head-
butting an outstretched hand or giving gentle kitty 
kisses on the potential adopter’s cheek. Who can resist 
this concentration of cuteness? 

Ready, set, go: launch your training plan!

 Break down where and when you want the behavior 
to occur and how you want the behavior to be initiated. 
First, consider the shelter habitat you are working within. 
Are the cats in free-roaming rooms, paired in kennels, 
singled in cages or another type of arrangement? Where 
do you want the target behavior to occur? In a free-
roaming room, consider spots that each cat is already 
gravitating toward and simply reinforce that location 
as “their” performance stage when potential adopters 
enter the room. As cats are adopted and new cats join 
the crew, guide the new kids towards the freshly vacated 
performance stages. These stages can be set up to show 
off the best of your cats and provide a safety transition 
object by using colorful mats that complement each cat’s 
color and go with them to their new homes. 

Teaching the cats to go to their performance stage is 
a simple Go to Place behavior (See a video of Jazzy Cat 
learning to go to her mat http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ua5VmYTpZKA) but you can get creative with 
the next link in the cuteness chain. Remember those 
fun tricks that make potential adopters feel special and 
chosen by the cat? This is one of the places to implement 
those types of behaviors and create an instant love match. 
If the cats are in a free roaming room that potential 
adopters can enter, you can add tactile behavior such as a 
Head-Butt or Paw Shake. If the cats are in medium-sized 
kennels, you can use the mat placement to position the 
cats towards the front of their kennel when potential 
adopters stop by for a look-see. Then the cats can show 
off their High Five, Paw Shake, or Sit Pretty skills. 

Training for cats in the shelter is the new black. It’s the 
foundation piece for all seasons!

Now you know how important it is to have a training 
program in place for your shelter cats and how easy it 
is to implement one. The benefits really pay off through 
improved mental and physical well-being for the cats, 
better human-cat interactions, and increased adoptions 
for cats previously considered less interesting by the 
public. Get started on increasing your cats’ cuteness 
quotients, go on some walk-abouts, and we’ll see you 
next issue for ideas on teaching more pleasant husbandry 
interactions and training techniques for cats with 
behavior challenges. 

Recommended Resources

Order your cat training supplies, books and DVDs 
through Adopt-A-Shelter and you can help raise funds 

for your shelter! Go to www.AdoptAShelter.com, pick 
your shelter, and shop!

Dr. Susan Friedman’s Behavior Works Pocketsize 
Behavior Toolkit:

www.behaviorworks.org/htm/ downloads_toolkit.html 

Ingrid Johnson’s Fundamentally Feline site with easy 
ideas on making homemade puzzle toys and informative 
articles about cats: www.fundamentallyfeline.com/
index.html 

Cat Massage book and DVD by Maryjean Ballner at 
www.catmassage.com or on www.amazon.com through 
Adopt-A-Shelter

Naughty No More kitty clicker training book by Marilyn 
Krieger: http://thecatcoach.com/book/ or on www.
amazon.com through Adopt-A-Shelter

Feline Fearful to Feline Friendly: Constructional fear 
treatment for domestic and exotic animals DVD by Angela 
Rentfro is available at www.tawzerdog.com 

 Cat Clicker Crew for Pinellas Humane 
Society: www.facebook.com/pages/HSP-Clicker-
Cats/115705418471771?ref=hl 

The Cat Depot leash walking page: www.catdepot.org/
education/cat-socialization.aspx 

Jacqueline Munera, CCBC, PCBC, CAP2, is an IAABC CCBC 
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.

This modular unit by Crijo Pets shows that kitty stages are everywhere!


