
Training Cats 
to Save 
Themselves
Changing Outcomes in the 
Shelter with Real‐World 
Results



Introduction
In past projects I have focused on training cats to 
save human lives. This year, I dedicated my project 
to training cats how to save themselves. “In the 
United States 41% of cats in shelters are 
euthanized, 37% find new families, and only 
5% are returned to their owners.” More adult 
cats are euthanized than kittens because adult cats 
are less likely to be adopted. Just like my previous 
projects before, there is research done in dogs but 
and no information is available for cat behavior. This 
means that I have the opportunity to be the first to 
identify a specific behavior that improves the odds of 
getting adult cats getting adopted.

Why this Project?
I chose this project because I want to help cats get 
adopted. By staff and/or volunteers simply training 
the adult cats each day for 10 minutes, shelters can 
shorten their length of stay in a shelter and 
potentially reduce the number of cats euthanized 
each year in the United States.

Frosty

Ryder



I found there is a lot of research on dogs and what behavior that 
helps them get adopted quicker.  For example, research found 
that when dogs approach the front of their kennel, they are 
adopted faster than if they stay at the back of their kennels (drop 
the s). After Based on this research, shelters across the country 
started placing treats in bags for staff to grab and drop in the 
kennels as they walked by the dogs (add period) This was done 
to train them to come to the front of their kennels.  

In all the research I found, the most common words (used to 
describe an adopted dog) were: playful, friendly and 
approachable. But this means something different to me than 
you. I might think friendly means playing, and you may think 
friendly means meowing.  For a useful study you need behavior 
that is observable and measurable according to applied behavior 
analysis.

According to Stephanie Stryker, “Cat Programs Coordinator, Pima 
Animal Care Center“ the location of kittens in shelter doesn't 
matter. They always place quickly. Adults have a longer length of 
stay.

I asked PACC if they would allow me to work with cats from their 
shelter in hopes of improving their quality of life and having them 
adopted quicker  by following the Applied Behavior Analysis code 
of ethics.

I worked with Pima Animal Care Center to complete my project.  
A special thank you to Stephanie Stryker and Kayley. 

Year  Adult Cats in 
Shelter*

Average Length of Stay

2019 2,333 9.87 Days

2020 1,914 8 Days

2021 2,027 9.51 Days

Average Length of Stay at PACC

*Adult‐Cats between ages between 9 months & 7 yrs

Background Research



Hypothesis
If I am able to train an 
adult cat in a shelter to 
touch my hand at the 
front of its’ kennel, 
then the cat’s length of 
stay will shorten in a 
shelter because of the 
behavior it will display. 



Materials
• Extra large dog kennels, 1 per 

adult cat. (I used only 3 kennels 
because 2 of the random cats 
included in my study were 
housed together at PACC and
then housed together with me

• 12 Blankets for each kennel 
bottom, 2 blankets for the top of 
each kennel to create a cave feel

• 1 bed per cat
• 1 bowl for each kennel for water
• 1 bowl for each kennel for dry 

kibble
• 1 litter box per kennel
• Cat litter
• Dry cat kibble & Water
• Wand Toys
• 3 Small scratching post



Procedures
• Register for the Foster Program at 

PACC and set a date for pickup
• Put up kennels
• Cover 3 sides and top with blankets 

to create the same effect as being 
at PACC

• Line bottom of kennels with towels 
to create soft bedding

• Place one bowl of water & dry 
kibble. (Clean and put out fresh 
daily)

• Set clean litter box with litter in 
back of kennel. (Clean daily)

• Add one bed and scratching post to 
each kennel



Random Selection of Cats to Train

 Sandy McPadden, trainer and animal 
behaviorist provided me guidance and 
assistance with communication with 
PACC and coming up with a plan for 
selection and training.

 Randomly select from PACC 4 adult cats 
from PACC:
• Ages between 9 months and 7 years 
• Altered (spayed or neutered)

 Place cats in kennels and allow 3 days to 
adapt to kennels & new quiet room

 Randomly select 2 names of cats to train. 
The other 2 cats will be the “control”

 Begin target training for 3 weeks



Control vs. Trained

Winifred - Trained Frosty - Control Junior – Trained 
Ryder - Control



Target Training Prep
(Three weeks)

Daily Target Train the two 
Randomly Selected Cats (Junior and 
Winifred) for 3 weeks.
For each training session, Ryder 
was removed from Junior’s kennel. 
This way Junior was alone for 
training.  Ryder and Junior shared 
the kennel at PACC and in foster 
care.
Ryder was given canned food in 
another area while Junior trained.



Target Training & 
Return
• Leave a bowl of dry food and water 

in each kennel 24/7 Do not remove 
for training.

• Hold a Piece of Wet Food in One 
Hand

• Place other hand on kennel front

• When cat touches hand with paw or 
nose reward with piece of wet food

• After 3 weeks of training schedule 
return and take cats back to PACC

• Check with PACC Daily to Collect 
Data on Cat Adoptions



Daily Training 
Results for 
Three Weeks

Winifred & 
Junior



**Kayley at PACC told me a couple came in and wanted Junior who was trained. 
She told the couple they should take both Ryder and Junior because they are 
together and bonded. With a big place the two cats should go together. That it 

would not be anymore trouble to take both.  They took both!

RESULTS
Name Dropped at 

PACC
Time 
Dropped

Date 
Adopted

Time Time Lapsed

Winifred 12/22/2021  2:20pm 12/22/2021 5:15pm 2H 55min

Junior 12/22/2021 2:20pm 12/22/2021 5:58pm 3H  38min

Ryder** 12/22/2021 2:20pm 12/22/2021 5:58pm 3H 38min**

Frosty 12/22/2021 2:20pm 12/30/2021 2:24pm 8 Days & 6 min



Results
The Trained Cats Were Adopted 4 & ½ Times 

Faster than the Untrained Cats! 
If Kayley at PACC had not convinced the couple to 

take Ryder (Control) with Junior (Trained), the 
trained cats would have been adopted 9 times 

faster than the control cats!

Winifred (Trainee) Junior (Trainee)



Data 
Collection:
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