Cat Training

Some people see the words “cat” and “training” in the same sentence and roll their eyes. Cats have a reputation for being difficult or impossible to train, and they are definitely independent animals. But perhaps humans need to rethink what “domestication” of cats meant. In recent years, archaeological research has shown that cats and humans shared lives as long as 9,500 years ago.
But despite such a long, shared history, cats have historically insisted on more of a partnership than an ownership relation to humans. The pairing has always been mutually beneficial, however. As humans changed from hunting and gathering to farming, their stores of harvested crops began attracting small rodents. Cats, seizing the opportunity for regular meals, braved the company of humans in order to partake of their favorite food. It wasn’t long before humans could see how cats could be valuable additions to a household.
While there are still “barn cats” that perform much the same function today, cats have become a part of even the most urban environments. Despite that, today’s domestic cats have not evolved that much from their wild ancestors. They are still excellent hunters, still independent, and still engage in behaviors that had their place in the wild, but not in our homes.

If you approach the task of training your cat with the idea that you will bend the will of the cat to your wishes, then you will probably end up frustrated and disappointed. But if you are able to envision it as more of a partnership, both you and your cat will benefit. Kittens will most likely perceive you as a protective figure (unless you’re abusive, in which case you shouldn’t have pets at all), and the bond that you and your kitten develop will be a strong one. 

As he grows up, your cat will insist on more independence, and will in his own way rebel against you. It isn’t a rejection of you, but rather a re-negotiation of the relationship between you. Though your cat will establish firmer boundaries between you and him, he will still climb into your lap when you sit on the couch, or rub against your ankles and meow as a greeting.
When your cat begins to reach sexual maturity, unwanted behaviors often crop up. You can head off many of these behavior problems if you have your cat spayed or neutered at a young age. Veterinarians differ on when the best time is for your cat to be altered, but having it done before the age of one year is considered optimal, particularly for males, who are prone to mark their territory by spraying urine. 

Though your cat displays more independence as she grows up, the bonds that you created when she was a kitten are still important to her and are still the keys to modifying unwanted behavior. Like any other animal (or human!) entrenched bad habits are much more difficult to eradicate than new ones. 

Specific techniques will depend on your cat’s disposition. If your cat is shy and you take aggressive actions to stop her from sharpening her claws on the sofa, such as slapping her, she will learn to fear you, and the bond between you will eventually deteriorate. It could even lead to other types of misbehavior. A consistent, assertive “No!” followed by a clap of the hands won’t work instantly, but it will work after consistent practice.

Learning to “train” a cat is different than learning to train a dog. The underpinning of any training technique should be a loving bond, but the techniques that work well with dogs usually don’t work well with cats, and vice versa. 
