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This article brings our Shelter Cat Series to a close 
with my favorite topic: applying training techniques 
to modify problem behaviors in shelter cats and 

reduce their distress during husbandry procedures.  
None of these techniques is new or revolutionary, but 
the shelter world is relatively recent in adopting them for 
use with the cats in its care. In part Three A (The APDT 
Chronicle of the Dog, Fall 2013), you learned about how 
important it is to have a training program in place for 
shelter or rescue 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. The perception 
has often been that there is no time for training cats, 
because the staff is already overloaded. That is a short-
sighted view that discounts the staff’s time and emotional 
investment in caring for cats who are in the shelter long 
term or killed because their behavior is not appropriate 
for the needs of most adopters.  As we covered in Parts 
One and Two of the Shelter Cat Series, there are also hefty 
time and financial losses involved when cats who are 
considerably distressed become ill. When you take all of 
this into consideration, it is clear that the investment will 
pay off in so many ways that shelters can’t afford NOT 
to pay attention to behavior. Dog training and behavior 
specialists in the community can be actual life-savers by 
sharing their knowledge, skills, and time to help shelter 
professionals learn more about training!

Husbandry Training: “Um, What IS That?”

Definitions of animal husbandry generally involve the 
science of breeding, feeding, and tending to domestic 
animals. For our purposes, it includes any of the 
routine or occasional procedures that domestic cats may 
experience in their lives with humans. These consist of 
daily interactions such as being picked up, held, touched, 
dressed in adorable baby clothes, having teeth brushed 

and so on. There are also many periodic procedures such 
as nail trims and weigh-ins, as well as more sporadic 
activities like medical check-ups, vaccinations, removal of 
thorns in paws, and countless other unpredictable events 
that a cat may face in her life. Research indicates that 
millions of cats are not receiving the preventive care they 
need because it is too difficult for their owners to tackle 
the mission, let alone get the cat to their veterinarian 
(AVMA, 2012).  Teaching cats in the shelter to participate 
in and accept husbandry procedures could literally save 
their lives when they find their new homes!

How Do We Start “Husbandry-izing” These Cats?

Your first step, as with any training plan, is deciding 
where to start. This article will cover a variety of options 
and ideas, but I don’t recommend you immediately run 
out and start all of them simultaneously.  Pick one or two 
areas to focus on, get a solid foundation, and then build 
up your program gradually.  Each success will support 
further success and encourage more members of your 
shelter team to participate.

You may want to focus on a certain subset of the shelter 
population, such as the longer-term residents, kittens, or 
new arrivals. You may decide to focus on one behavior, 
such as going in the carrier, and work with all of the cats 
on that skill before adding in a second procedure, such 
as being picked up. See a great video from the Catalyst 
Council on making carriers a fun place to be here: www.
youtube.com/watch?v=9RGY5oSKVfo. 

Or perhaps you want to focus on teaching a few 
husbandry practices to one segment of the human element, 
such as coaching skilled volunteers to engage cats in nail 
trims, before expanding to additional segments, such as 
the veterinary team, adoption coordinators, kennel staff, 
the receiving team, and even adopters.  Perhaps you have 
a creative idea that is not listed here! In that case, try it 
out and share your results with the rest of us.

Kittens Are a Great Place to Start

Kittens are great in many ways, but they are particularly 
fabulous to start your husbandry training practice with. 
They are wide open for new adventures and likely have 
fewer negative past experiences than adult cats in the 
shelter.  This presumably means that your kitten sessions 
are going to be successful, and success leads to more 
success. The husbandry participation skills they learn 
will usually become a solid part of their behavioral 
repertoire, making their future owners—and vets—very 
happy. 

Infection control and disease prevention are very 
important, so consult the shelter veterinarian about 
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to learn how to eat the food while leaving your fingers 
intact. You can see a video of kitten class ideas, and learn 
more about the upcoming kitten class workshop at this 
year’s APDT conference, here: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=fzX2wMl6frM.

Husbandry for the Older Set 

There are many ways to finesse adolescent and adult 
cats into enjoying and actively participating in husbandry 
procedures. There are two ways I like to address this sort 
of training goal: 1) teach toward specific procedures (i.e., 
getting on the scale, going into the carrier, presenting 
claws for trimming), and 2) teaching that humans do 
weird things and sometimes cats have to cope with 
that.  Many training professionals recognize the benefits 
of training for a specific behavior, but forget that the 
cat or dog will face instances in which unplanned or 
unexpected aversive things happen.  It is particularly 
vital for us to help teach general coping skills to animals 
who will be placed in homes with regular folks. If 
behavior professionals can break down and kiss a clearly 
unappreciative cat on the nose, just imagine what else 
goes on out there with the general public!

Immunize Against Weirdness

First, I’ll address coping with all the strange things 
humans do, because trust and respondent conditioning 
play such a large role in successful husbandry training. 
Both elements are a continuous challenge in a shelter 
or rescue environment where the trainer generally has 
little control. In a home environment, it can certainly be 
challenging to control things like interaction between 
pets, access to reinforcement, or provocative stimuli. In a 
shelter, it can be virtually impossible without a complete 
overhaul of the entire facility. Therefore, every interaction 
could be a make-or-break experience for the cat’s chances 
at a successful adoption.  Unfortunately, part of your goal 
here is to repair the damage that was (often unavoidably) 
done during the daily operations of a typical shelter. 
During that process, you hopefully begin to immunize 
the cat against further distress.

In earlier parts of the Shelter Cat Series, we reviewed 
some of the negative environmental stressors cats face in 

the best safety practices for your shelter set-up. Kittens 
can participate in the same groups they are housed in, 
or be mixed selectively, or any number of other safe 
options. Problematic behavior can be even more deadly 
for cats than it is for dogs, and supporting behavioral 
development of good cat “citizens” should be considered 
just as important as disease prevention. 

There are a variety of ways you can start working on 
husbandry behaviors with kittens, most of which are the 
same as you would do with a puppy.  Basic operational 
premise: pair highly positive things with slightly 
aversive or neutral occurrences. Kitten classes just may 
be the most entertaining way to get kittens started on the 
right path in life, and shelters are a perfect fit for pairing 

kittens and learning. Of course, you can offer classes for 
the kitten-owning public, but don’t forget that there are 
often groups of kittens just hanging out and accessible 
for an in-shelter kitten gathering.  Volunteers rarely 
refuse a chance to play with kittens, and any potential 
adopters visiting that day will be eager to engage in 
activities revolving around such adorableness.  Simply 
set up the classes where the public can “stumble” upon 
the impromptu activities and be ready for a triple reward: 
kittens learning and socializing, potential adopters 
learning how to interact with cats, and loads of kittens 
being adopted. 

Set up your kitten class area with all of the paraphernalia 
you can imagine, including carriers, scales, nail clippers, 
and stethoscopes. You can have an area with tables to 
practice grooming and handling activities or you can 
have more limber humans work with the kittens on the 
floor. Play is your ally here, so use it to make husbandry 
activities fun. For example, engage a kitten in chasing a 
wand toy or string and he won’t even notice he is jumping 
right onto the scary scale. Then suddenly, that scale isn’t 
so scary anymore! Practice picking up kittens, giving 
them a delicious snack, and then setting them back 
down to continue playing.  Just remember that kittens 
are still learning the difference between a yummy treat 
and the fingers that hold the treat, so I recommend using 
a high-tech food delivery tool such as a small spoon or 
tongue depressor stick If they bite the stick, your fingers 
are safe. Cats really can’t see the area right in front of 
their noses and mouths, so they can use tactile senses 

Kitten gets yummies in the carrier.

Kitten gets yummies while being held and having a manicure.
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the shelter. These are some of the things you are working 
to immunize against. Consider the negative sensory 
elements such as slamming kennel doors, loud PA 
systems, pheromones from distressed animals, antiseptic 
cleaners, fluorescent lights, and tactile invasion from 
novel humans. To combat this, you need to recruit an 
army to your cause. Tap staff, volunteers and visitors to 
participate by making it so easy and fun they can’t resist. 
Decide on a mission, gather the treats and toys, and load 
up your soldiers. Send them out on scavenger-style hunts, 
where they listen for a signal over the PA that means 
“Run up and give a special treat to the nearest cat!” Place 
specific toys or treats in a pouch next to Kitty’s kennel 
and place a sign asking visitors to give snacks or have a 
play session.  Create special positions with catchy titles 
and interesting mission descriptions.  For example, the 
Reinforcement Renegade carries out a quest to determine 
and document the highest value reinforcers for a selected 
group of cats in the shelter. People love to feed cats in the 
shelter, so channel this penchant for caretaking into new 
cat-friendly habits.  

The Big Weirdness of Being Handled

One of the most important “weird things that people 
do” that you can immunize against is the tendency for 
humans to handle and touch cats inappropriately. While 
I believe things are improving as we all learn more about 
the behavior and ethology of domestic cats, there is still 
a long way to go before we can say we no longer torment 
our kitty friends, intentionally or not.  Additionally, even 
the most appropriate handling can still be unpleasant, 
such as during some invasive medical procedures. 
Conditioning the cats to accept this as a routine part of 
life will go a long way toward improving their futures.

There are many ways to work on acceptance of 
handling, all of which follow the same rules of learning 
and conditioning that you are familiar with from your 
interactions with dogs. The sessions will be designed 
primarily to keep the cats below their threshold, with 
slight forays beyond in order to expand their tolerance 
levels. First, you need to be able to recognize the signaling 
repertoire of the domestic cat in order to know the 
handling threshold of the cats you work with. Obviously, 
spend time observing cats everywhere you can because 
they are the best teachers! There are other helpful 
resources available, some of which have been listed in 
prior articles in the Shelter Cat Series; a few others are 
listed in the resources below. Evaluate the starting point 
and goals you have for each cat, gather the intel from 
your Reinforcement Renegade, and begin! 

To Click Or Not to Click?

Using a marker (i.e., clicker, whistle, tongue click) 
can be very helpful during your handling sessions, or 
it can be just one more thing to try and teach already 
overwhelmed novice handlers.  If you do decide it is 
appropriate to use a marker during a session, consider 
that you usually need at least two hands for the handling 

practice itself. A hands-free marker, like a whistle or 
tongue click, will probably be the best option here. 
Regular box-style clickers are usually not a good choice 
for cats who are already stressed and overwhelmed by 
a highly stimulating shelter environment.  The primary 
way a marker can help you during handling practice is 
to communicate to the cat that reinforcement is on the 
way because he allowed you to do [whatever icky thing 
you did], refocus the cat’s attention away from the icky, 
or mark a cat’s behavior while you are at a distance.  If 
you have had enough interactions with your learner, the 
marker will give you an added positivity bump. 

Counter-Conditioning and Desensitization Still Work!

Our old standbys, counter conditioning and 
desensitization, are still around because they actually 
work and are an excellent way to raise cats’ tolerance 
levels for handling during husbandry procedures. A 
challenge in the shelter is to recognize the starting point 
and reinforcement for each cat. Many human movements 
seem more threatening in the shelter because the cats 
have limited response choices available to them. These 
cats may also have a less trusting relationship with you 
than they would in a long-term home environment. This 
means you may have to start with simply touching the 
latch on a kennel door before you can work your way to 
trimming Kitty’s nails. Work on precursors to handling, 
such as approaching, leaning over, and reaching for 
the cat, and throw in some awkward handling once 
you get your hands on Kitty. Check out a video of me 
“immunizing” Daphne against invasive and bothersome 
handling. We have worked up to the point where I can be 
kneeling over her and confining her with my legs while 
I use brushing and treats to counter the deliberately 
clumsy handling: www.youtube.com/watch?v=ALk8K6
NMy4E&feature=youtu.be

Expand the Threshold 

I’m pretty sure most of you have heard, and try to 
follow, the rule of working below threshold. While that 
is very important, it is a rule meant to be bent a bit in 
this situation. Increasing the cat’s tolerance level is your 
goal during handling sessions, and to achieve this, you 
will have to make small steps outside of Kitty’s comfort 
zone. One way to do this is to start with a desirable touch, 
make a tiny foray past the line, and then zip right back to 
the desirable touch before the cat has a chance to respond 
negatively. For example, start a cat with a favorite chin 
scratch, make one scratch move slightly around towards 
the back of her neck, and then zip right back to the chin 
scratch. By the time Kitty realizes you touched her in 
an unapproved manner, you are already back to her 
favorite area. No harm, no foul, and Kitty starts to get 
the idea that touches outside the chin area can be pretty 
delightful too.  In this case, you really want to end on a 
positive note and with Kitty wanting more, rather than 
continuing the session until Kitty gets irritated by too 

Continued on next page
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Nose Target for Behavior Modification

As I mention above, Nose Target is one of the most 
versatile and useful behaviors to train. It is perfect for 
directing a cat away from an undesirable behavior and 
toward a more acceptable alternative. A telescoping target 
stick can be a big help in these sessions so that the trainer 
can operate from a bit of a distance. This is particularly 
important when beginning to work with a cat who has a 
potential to bite or swat. Otherwise, the target can simply 
be a specific hand signal such as a pointed index finger. 
Fingers can make great nose targets since they have a 
built in anti-theft device and are hopefully more difficult 
to lose than a target stick! The pointed finger is a notably 
suitable target because many people have learned to 

extend their finger as a cat-friendly greeting.  A cat who 
is wary of new humans may not know how to respond 
when a potential adopter approaches her.  However, 
a new person appropriately brandishing a familiar 
target becomes safe! Check out a video of Lucky’s first 
clicker training session where he starts learning a Nose  
Target: www.youtube.com/watch?v=qdf0E6OiQVg.  

Targets can also be used to redirect a cat’s attention 
in the presence of a negative stimulus, and gradually 
neutralize the “bad” thing. For example, limit the visual 
access between cats who are not friendly with each other, 
and use a targeting behavior during sessions in which 
you gradually increase the exposure between cats. The 
targeting is not the final behavior, but rather it is a tool to 
help us get to the finish line. 

Targeting can easily be morphed into “follow the target” 
and “go in the direction the finger is pointing” type 
behaviors. For example, one of our shelter cats behaved 
aggressively when volunteers tried to remove her from 
their laps. This led to fewer and fewer visits because 
everyone became afraid of her, which decreased her 
adoptability and put her in danger of being euthanized. 
I taught her to go in the direction I point by throwing 
a treat and pointing in that direction. Simple! I then sat 
down and only let her on my lap with an invitation, 
practiced pointing and throwing the treats away from 

much handling. This also means that, when you end the 
session, you should not touch the cat again! This is a tough 
impulse to control because, for some inane reason, we 
usually have this drive to tell Kitty goodbye through the 
use of unappreciated petting. Put your hands in your 
pockets if you have to, but don’t ruin your session by 
ending on a negative experience. 

Operant Learning for Husbandry Behaviors

Clicker training with cats has been catching on in 
shelters, and there are many creative ways to incorporate 
operant learning into your husbandry training. Of 
course, in the shelter it is probably not feasible to teach 
every behavior to every cat in residence. You will be more 
successful teaching one or two foundation behaviors 
that can be useful in a variety of situations. Choose 
foundation behaviors that are easy for non-trainers to 
teach, are multi-functional, and can be used to provide 
a choice for the cats. Nose Target is my favorite versatile 
skill every cat should know! The behavior can be used to 
direct the cat into a certain position or to a certain place, 
such as onto a scale or into a crate, all while serving as a 
building block for many more behaviors. Teaching this 
one skill can dramatically reduce distress by giving the 
cat a job, and giving the humans a way to communicate 
their needs to the cat. The cat also has a choice to 
participate or not, which gives him an element of control 
in his life and conveys information to us about how he is 
coping with the situation. If the cat is refusing to touch or 
follow the target, you know that he is not ready to engage 
positively with you during a more invasive procedure.  
Want more ideas? Check out “Foundation Behaviors Are 
Going to the Cats!” (The APDT Chronicle of the Dog, July/
August 2012).

Foundation Behaviors Pave the Way for Better Behavior

Cats in a shelter environment may feel forced to engage 
in aggressive behaviors that would not be displayed in 
an environment in which the cats have more options for 
retreat.  While many shelters are improving, there are 
often still elements that push some cats well past their 
tolerance thresholds. Additionally, many undesirable 
behaviors are related to the cats’ lack of interesting 
mental work. This is a serious problem for these cats 
because it dramatically reduces their adoptability and 
can even lead to death.  As shelter manager Bobbie 
Bauwin aptly notes, “We frequently find that cats labeled 
as ‘bad’ are intelligent and bored and/or simply need to 
be redirected to a more positive choice.” Using operant 
learning techniques to teach these cats more appropriate 
responses can literally be a life-saver, even if the adopter 
doesn’t continue the training in the home. Again, our 
foundation behaviors are here to save the day! Two of my 
favorite behaviors for cats in the shelter are Nose Target 
and modified version of the Look Game.

Ruffles practices a Paw Target with the Clik Stik.
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my lap. The big reinforcement for following my point 
to the treat was allowing her to get back on my lap. My 
last step was to give a verbal “off,” point my finger away, 
treat as she jumped down, and then invite her back up. 
This process took approximately 15 minutes, which can 
seem an eternity in shelter time. However, that 15 minute 
session saved a significant amount of time, energy, and 
resources that would have been spent dealing with a cat 
whose behavior continued to deteriorate. The benefits of 
making such a profound positive change in a shelter cat’s 
behavior is priceless for the emotional well-being of the 
staff and volunteers. 

The Look Game, Kind Of …

I won’t rehash the entire strategy of the Look Game 
because there are wonderful resources already available, 
including from Leslie McDevitt herself in Control 
Unleashed. For our purposes here, think about positively 
reinforcing a cat’s behavior of looking toward something 
she has a negative perception about. This can apply to 
other cats, the vet tech, carriers, grooming supplies, or 
any of the million yucky things in the shelter.  Mark the 
behavior of looking, and then deliver the reinforcement 
in a way that gives the cat a break from the visual 
stimulus. A few ways to do this are by tossing a treat or 
moving the toy into an area away from the stimulus, or 
providing food from your hand in a position that turns 
the cat’s head towards you.  You won’t necessarily put this 
behavior on a specific signal like you would for the Look 

Miss Kitty Kat practices her “off” skills.

Game, but rather focus on teaching the cats that certain 
environmental cues equal great stuff, while teaching 
them to look away before becoming distressed. If you 
have time and skilled trainers, it would be great to have a 
signal to tell the cat “Hey that weird thing is awesome!” 
You have likely trained similar behaviors with your dogs, 
whether you meant to or not, by encouraging them to go 
investigate something new in the environment. It works 
the same way with cats!

Time for Your Own Shelter Cat Series!

We’ve gone on quite the journey with our Shelter Cat 
Series, all the way through setting cats up for success, 
enrichment, and training. Now it is up to you to continue 
writing your own stories by sharing your skills with your 
local shelter community. The cats are waiting for you! 
There are so many ways to contribute, but don’t forget 
that there are plenty of returns for you as well.  Shelters 
are an excellent place to observe a vast array of different 
cattitudes, behaviors, and challenges that can hone your 
professional communication and training skills like no 
other place can. Working with shelter cats is a win for 
everyone, including your canine clients. Please share 
your experiences, ideas, and creative solutions with 
us. You can email your stories to jacquecatconsulting@
gmail.com or post them on the APDT online community: 
community.apdt.com.
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