
Reducing the number of cats euthanized in shelters - one behavior at a time. 

Clickering With Shelter Cats
Why do we clicker train cats in shelters?

1. Mental stimulation – When we confine a cat to a shelter environment, they are stressed, 
feel threatened and are bored. The more mental stimulation we can give these cats, the better 
they will feel, and the better they feel, the more confidence they will gain. A happier cat = a 
more adoptable cat!

2. Choice – Cats in shelters have been stripped of their choices. “Choice” is one of the ten 
essential needs for cats; without it, cats feel trapped and will emotionally shut down. Clicker 
training cats gives them a sense of participation. 

3. Confidence – A cat feels accomplished when it successfully learns a behavior and receives 
positive reinforcement for it; accomplishment increases self-esteem and empowers the cat. 
The sense of empowerment creates emotional satisfaction which is a powerful stress reliever.

4. Enjoyment – Training a cat is fun for your volunteers and your cats! Adopters will be 
amazed that your cats respond to your requests willingly, and it helps to debunk the myth that 
cats are aloof and disengaged.

5. Strengthens bonds – A strong bond between your volunteers, staff and the cats you serve 
can improve the emotional and physical health of everyone! Clicker training cats gives your 
team something important to share and helps with volunteer retention. 
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Reducing the number of cats euthanized in shelters - one behavior at a time. 

Clickering With Shelter Cats

Training Methods
There are many different training methods; mostly I use classical conditioning and the positive 
reinforcement quadrant of operant conditioning. You’re not forcing anything; you’re promoting 
cooperation. This means when the cat is doing something you like, you reward him. When he’s 
doing something you don’t want, you ignore it. It’s that simple.
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Reducing the number of cats euthanized in shelters - one behavior at a time. 

Clickering With Shelter Cats
Processes

Capturing - Observe a behavior you want to see increased. You “capture” the behavior you 
like by clicking to mark the correct behavior, followed by a reinforcer/reward. For particularly 
shut down cats, eye contact and moving toward you are good behaviors to capture.

Targeting - A target is an object (not food/reinforcer) the cat will approach and touch - usually 
with nose or paw. Examples of targets are a ball on end of stick, finger, hand, pencil, etc. 
Targeting is a good place to start with training and also useful in shaping more complex 
behaviors like getting into a carrier.

Luring - We lure cats into a behavior with the reinforcer (treat) by encouraging them to follow 
the lure. Sit and Sit Up are great examples of behaviors to teach with luring.

Shaping - This is stringing behaviors together, such as an agility course, or breaking down a 
behavior into small steps and rewarding each in a string of steps in the right direction until the 
final behavior is reached.  
An example of shaping the behavior of moving toward you:

Reward at each accomplishment of - 
Turning head toward you
Looking at you/making eye contact
Leaning toward your hand
Touching your hand

As the cat succeeds at one small portion, you raise the criteria and expect a little more before 
rewarding. Wait it out and see what the cat will offer; allow the cat the freedom to experiment 
or to test you.

A Partial List of Skills to Teach:
Eye contact
Touch
Come
Sit
Sit up
Hi five
Wave
Nose bump
Hoop jump
Spin or turn in circle
Enter crate
And much more!
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Reducing the number of cats euthanized in shelters - one behavior at a time. 

Clickering With Shelter Cats

Finding the Right Reinforcer

The positive reinforcement needs to be something extra special; not something the cats get 
every day for a treat. Think outside of the box of the donated Temptations treats.

These are the most common:
• Special cat treats such as Churu Pops (not to be given outside of training)
• Tuna
• Jar of chicken or turkey baby food (meat only, no vegetables)
• Shaved turkey or chicken (not smoked) 
• Canned chicken
• Canned cat food
• Canned cheese
• Whipped cream

Simply present these options until you find one the cat LOVES.
If you’re working with a very frightened cat, it might not want to eat in front of you - and that’s 
ok. Present a “flight” of special treats and see what was consumed when you come back in 
about an hour.
Reinforcers will be broken into very small pieces so the cats don’t fill up to quick and become 
disinterested.

Using the Clicker
I like to use the Clik Stik because it has a built-in  
target and the click sound is not as loud as some  
of the ones used to train dogs.
If you have a particularly fearful cat who is frightened  
by the clicker sound, you can use anything that makes  
a clicking sound, such as a ball point pen. Just make sure 
whatever you use for a clicker is consistent from one trainer  
to the next.
You simply click at the precise time you see a  
behavior you want the cat to repeat. Think of the clicker 
like a shutter on a camera; it’s capturing the exact 
moment the cat does good.
Then you follow the click with the reward/reinforcer.
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Clickering With Shelter Cats

Examples of teaching sit with Luring or Capturing, when to add Verbal Cues and Fading 
the Lure

Capturing Sit - Every time the cat sits, click then treat. 

If you have a nervous cat who doesn’t like to sit around you, then you can use the luring 
technique. 

Luring Sit - Hold the treat about a foot over the cat’s head and push your hand back over his 
head, toward his tail. His head will follow the treat and result in a sitting position. 

Do not coax the cat verbally. If you are using hand signals/visual cues, you can use them at the 
beginning of training a new behavior. This part of the training session is quiet except for when 
you click to associate the wanted behavior.

Adding Verbal Cues - After the cat has completed a sit successfully about 8 times, begin to 
add a verbal cue.

Say “sit” just as his butt touches the floor (at the same time you click.) 

Then move the verbal cue forward a tiny bit; just as you see him in the process of sitting, 
before his butt touches the floor, say “sit”, followed by the click AS his butt touches the floor. 

Repeat this several times and begin to move the “sit” forward to when you see him shifting his 
weight to sit. 

Soon you will be able to say “sit” and he will know what to do.

Fading the Lure - The behavior is considered to be mastered when the cat performs the 
behavior on verbal cue, without a lure. “Fading the lure” is simply removing the treat/reward 
and having the cat do the behavior on cue.

Cats are very observant and smart and will pick up on training and cues very quickly. 
Remember, if the cat performs a behavior you do not like, simply ignore it.

Keep sessions short
You will want each cat to have two, 10-minute sessions per day, three days a week. More is 
fine as long as the cat is responding positively. You want to see a lower CSS at the end of each 
week. Cats preserve their energy as much as possible, which is why they sleep most of the 
day, then play in short bursts. In the wild, a cat’s small (rodent) food source does not provide 
much energy in the form of calories so cats are wired to be very wise about not expending 
more energy than the food received will provide. This means if you demand more than the cat 
thinks the return will be, he will quickly lose interest.

Email any questions to molly@catbehaviorsolutions.org
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Reducing the number of cats euthanized in shelters - one behavior at a time. 

Shelter euthanasia is still the leading non-medical cause of death in cats. 

Cat Behavior Solutions’ Mission: 
Decreasing the number of cats surrendered to shelters each year due to behavior issues by 

intercepting those problems in the home with behavior counseling and resources.

The Size of the Problem:
85.8 million cats are owned in the United States; 35% of all households have a cat.

(There are more cats owned in the U.S. than dogs - 78 million) 

About 3.2 million cats enter U.S. animal shelters nationwide every year.

1.3 million+ cats are surrendered to shelters 
because of the pet’s behavior problems. 

                

860,000 of those are euthanized. That’s almost 2 per minute!

“Aggression” and “destruction” add up to 64% of the behaviors cited as the reasoning for rehoming.

Respondents to the APPA survey said 
access to free or low cost training might have helped pet retention.

  E A C H  Y E A R

1.3+ million cats are 
surrendered to shelters for behavior problems

    860,000 
              are euthanized

Cat Behavior Solutions is a 501c3 non-profit that relies on private donations to work with shelter 
cases and underprivileged families. Any donation amount helps keep more cats out of shelters! 

Please visit www.CatBehaviorSolutions.org
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