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Foreword

When I started doing behavior consultations over twenty years ago, it was so difficult to convince people that cats could be trained. Dogs were the trainable animals, I was repeatedly told, but cats were stubborn creatures with minds of their own. As a result of that thinking, many cats ended up being abandoned, relinquished to shelters, or euthanized for behavior problems. It’s very sad to think of the unfair treatment cats have endured when in fact they are extremely trainable. These beautiful, intelligent creatures are easy to communicate with and are highly motivated. It just takes the right tools.

Operant conditioning (clicker training) is the key to solving current behavior problems, preventing future behavior issues, and improving the relationship you share with your cat. By using clicker training, you and your cat change your mindsets from negative to positive. Through this method, you’re able to actually provide a roadmap for your cat toward good behavior while meeting her needs at the same time.

Regardless of how frustrating your cat’s behavior problem is, it serves a purpose. Animals don’t repeat behaviors if they don’t serve a function. By using operant conditioning and following the steps mapped out in CAT FANCY’s Naughty No More!, you can figure out what need a particular behavior is filling (in other words, the “pay off”), provide a more acceptable alternative for your cat, and then reward him when he chooses the better option. The additional benefit of this technique is that it’s actually fun for both you and your cat. Instead of having the relationship become strained and tense due to counter-productive training or punishment, you’ll find yourself enjoying your cat again. What’s more, your cat will start enjoying you again. You’ll get back to the way you wanted the relationship to be in the first place. Clicker training is a serious, science-based behavior modification method disguised as fun. It’s a win/win situation for the cat and her human family.
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Clicker training isn’t a new concept, but it has been a training method used more popularly with dogs. Those of us who work with cats know how effective clicker training is with felines, but many cat owners are still unaware of the technique. Once you learn about it, you’ll feel as if you’ve found the key that unlocks many doors. It’s that powerful!

Because clicker training for cats isn’t as well known as it is for dogs, there has been very little authoritative information out there for cat owners…until now. CAT FANCY’s Naughty No More! provides you with an excellent foundation for improving your cat’s behavior. Marilyn Krieger leads you on a fun ride through cat behavior with the help of her trusty clicker.

 

Pam Johnson-Bennett Certified Animal Behavior Consultant Author of seven titles, including Starting from Scratch, Cat vs. Cat, and Think Like a Cat
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Introduction

I wrote this book from the trenches. I’ve had personal hands-on experience with every one of the challenges described in CAT FANCY’s Naughty No More!—my cats all had their special behavior problems. They have helped me test and develop solutions that work. The behavior challenges that I haven’t lived with, my clients have. All of the clicker solutions, along with the accompanying behavior recommendations, covered in this book have been successfully implemented on my clients’ and my own cats.

My cats were, of course, my main inspiration for writing CAT FANCY’s Naughty No More!. Living with the smartest and most mischievous cats in existence is very inspiring. (You will meet my little Einsteins and read about some of their antics throughout the pages of this book.) But the popular misconception that cats can’t be trained convinced me further that I needed to write this book.

Historically, popular culture has dictated that cats will only do things on their own terms. Another widely held belief is that once a cat is repeatedly displaying undesirable behavior, the behavior can’t be stopped. I recently watched a popular morning news show that compared cats and dogs. The hosts concluded that cats don’t listen, that they do only what they want to do, and that it’s impossible to train them. Unfortunately, these mistaken assumptions often result in cats being unnecessarily surrendered to shelters and euthanized because of resolvable behaviors such as inappropriate elimination, aggression, and furniture-scratching. These behaviors certainly aren’t fun to live with, but they can be stopped using a combination of clicker training, behavior modification, and simple changes to the environment.

Clicker training is an effective training system, based on the science of operant conditioning, that rewards animals for appropriate activities and behaviors. This process uses the scientifically proven principle that animals (in our case, cats) are more apt to intentionally repeat an activity when it is immediately followed by a reward or other positive consequence. The cat understands that a behavior is the right one because a device—in this case, a clicker—is used to communicate that the behavior is correct as it is being performed.

The first step of clicker training is establishing an association between the sound of the clicker and something the cat loves, such as a food treat. After the association has been made, the cat will know that whatever she is doing at the instant she hears the clicker is good. You’ll find out more about the history and science of both operant conditioning and clicker training in the first chapter and in the time line at the back of CAT FANCY’s Naughty No More!.

Clicker training, combined with other positive techniques, is effective for a number of reasons. It replaces unwanted behaviors with more acceptable activities that are also more fun for the cat. Additionally, clicker training can increase a cat’s sense of security and can build trust and affection between cats and their people. An added benefit is that this kind of training is mentally stimulating and challenging for the cat. And all of this can be done without punishment.

I cringe when I hear about any animal being punished. Too many people use punishment such as hitting, yelling, forcefulness, and fear tactics in attempts to change their cats’ behavior. However, punishment is likely to escalate the unwanted activity, create other problem behaviors, or result in the cat avoiding her people. The positive methods detailed in CAT FANCY’s Naughty No More! are more effective than punishment, are long-term, and are fun for everyone!

So why do cats sometimes exhibit unwanted behaviors? Do they wake up one day after a nap and randomly decide to engage in what we see as inappropriate activity? And what can we do to change those behaviors? In 2009, I had the good fortune of attending a talk given by Dr. Susan Friedman, a highly respected behavior analyst who teaches behavior basics to animal behaviorists. She pointed out that animals don’t behave randomly. Dr. Friedman says, “It’s always about environmental management. Our job as caregivers is to arrange the environment so that the right behavior is easier than the wrong behavior and is more rewarding.” Cats, like all animals, always have reasons for their behavior. What people perceive as bad behavior is often a response to stimuli or something in the environment. But the good news is that you can manage the cat’s environment and can change or eliminate the unappreciated activities without the use of punishment.

Knowing that the cat has a reason to urinate on the couch doesn’t make the act acceptable and certainly won’t make the problem go away. That’s where this book helps—by giving you insights into why your cat is engaged in the unpleasant behavior and then providing you with solutions for changing or eliminating the behavior. A bonus is that you can teach your cat tricks. Although the focus of CAT FANCY’s Naughty No More! is not on teaching tricks, chapter 10 gives step-by-step instructions for a number of impressive ones.

The next time you hear someone make a statement about the inability to train cats or change their behaviors, educate that person. Perhaps your actions will help save some cats from being surrendered to shelters or euthanized for unacceptable behaviors that can be corrected through clicker training, education, management, and behavior modification.
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CHAPTER 1

Cats Just Wanna Have Fun

Clicker training isn’t the only training technique out there, but it is the best method for training cats. Reward-based methods have been scientifically proven to be more effective than fear-based methods in creating lasting behavioral changes. Clicker training is also fun, which means that the cat is usually eager to participate. This training method is also perfect for cats because they have a natural tendency to be a bit fearful in unfamiliar situations, and the process of clicker training encourages involvement and the exploration of new behaviors.

Clicker training is great for changing unwanted behaviors because it provides alternative activities for the cat, thereby focusing the cat on something other than the initial (undesirable) behavior.

BEGINNER’S TOOL KIT

■ Primary reinforcer (delicious) treats or regular food, or possibly affection or play)
■ Secondary reinforcer (a device that makes a consistent sound: i-Click clicker, pen for shy cats, or flashlight for a hearing-impaired cat)
■ Target prop (a chopstick or a new pencil with an eraser on the end)
■ Placemat or other moveable object for the cat to stand on



Additionally, it helps increase a cat’s feelings of security, builds and strengthens bonds between cats and their people, and is a powerful communication tool.

Every journey begins with a single step, so the journey to clicking away unwanted behaviors starts with a single click. And while working toward better behavior, you can teach your cat impressive tricks that will astound the in-laws and amaze the neighbors. No one has to know that your cat now shakes hands because she used to be a door darter, ruined your couch, or disliked visitors.

But before your cat can start wowing crowds, you both need to learn the basics. The good news is that they are easy and fun to learn. Are you ready? Your clicker-training journey is about to begin.




Rule Number One: Make it Fun! 

Clicker training should be fun for you and especially for your cat. If training becomes a chore, you won’t want to spend your valuable time doing it—and neither will your cat. The beauty of clicker training is that it empowers the cat and allows her to progress at her own pace. When she’s motivated and enjoying the challenge, she’ll want more. When your cat gets bored with clicker-training sessions, you’ll know it—she’ll walk away, fixate on the fly on the wall, flop down, or display other behavior that communicates “I’m through.” Respect her wishes and conduct another session later in the day or the next day.

Finding something that motivates your cat will help make clicker training fun for both of you. Cats, like people, are more likely to work at an activity that has a satisfying reward of some kind. I’ll bet that if you had a boring job with inadequate pay, you would start updating your resume and checking the employment ads.

 

Some cats are motivated by play.
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Motivate Me! 

Most cats are motivated by food. For these cats (later referred to as “Foodies”), a small piece of a favorite treat acts as a perfect primary reinforcer. Treats should be tiny, about the size of half of a piece of dry food. Some cats only like their regular food and won’t come within 10 feet of a treat, no matter how yummy you think it might be. For those cats who enjoy munching only on dry food, a treat can be half of a piece of their regular mealtime dry food. One lick from a spoon filled with their favorite canned food will work for cats who have a love affair with their canned food.

A SPECIAL PLACE

Cats are easily sidetracked. It is important to train in a location without distractions such as other animals or loud noises, where your cat feels safe. The treats you are using as primary reinforcers should be the only food available during the training sessions.



A word of advice: don’t leave food out for your cat 24/7. Instead, feed a few meals during the day, picking the food up between the feedings. In addition, have a fixed feeding schedule; feed your cat at the same times every day. Cats who have access to their food all the time are more difficult to motivate. After all, why should they work for a treat when all they have to do is saunter over to their food bowl and have a snack?

Food isn’t the only motivator, however. There are cats who aren’t motivated by food at all. These eccentric cats might be motivated by affection or grooming. Cats who are motivated by affection respond to something like a cuddle, a stroke, or a kiss. Cats who love to be groomed can be rewarded with a couple of loving brushstrokes. It may take some experimentation and a little time to determine the best motivator for your cat. The right motivator is very important for making clicker training successful and fun for everyone.

 

Some cats are motivated by a food, others by affection or grooming.
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B.F. SKINNER AND THE SCIENCE OF OPERANT CONDITIONING
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B.F. Skinner in his lab

Clicker training is based on operant conditioning, a method of learning discovered through B.F. Skinner’s meticulous research in the 1930s. Operant conditioning describes animals forming an association between a behavior they’re doing and the consequences of that behavior. The consequences modify the behavior. In order to collect the data for his research, Skinner invented an apparatus called an operant conditioning chamber. The operant conditioning chamber was a box containing a lever and a food-delivery system. When a rat placed in the chamber without any stimuli accidentally bumped the lever, the action was reinforced and strengthened with a food pellet that was delivered mechanically. Realizing the delivery of the food pellet occurred immediately after he touched the lever, the rat began to bump the lever with increasing frequency. The rat’s action changed from a random event to an intentional behavior.

During WWII, Skinner also worked with pigeons. The simple actions and responses of the rats and pigeons were recorded and measured by another invention of Skinner’s—the cumulative recorder. The recorder documented the timing and frequency of the lever being pressed. The data that was collected showed that animals repeat behavior when there are positive consequences, or reinforcers, for the behavior. The data also showed that animals will stop behavior when it isn’t reinforced.

The reinforcers that Skinner referred to throughout his experiments were activities or items that strengthened an animal’s behavior. These were called primary and secondary reinforcers or conditioned reinforcers. Skinner typically used food as the primary reinforcer. An example of a secondary or conditioned reinforcer is the sound the food dispenser made just before the food—the primary reinforcer—was delivered. The animal associated that sound with the subsequent delivery of food.

Another aspect of operant conditioning is that animals won’t repeat behaviors if there aren’t any positive consequences or if there are negative consequences (punishment). However, Skinner’s research showed how behavior can be easily and effectively changed without punishment.






The Essential Click, Bong, or Clink 

Once you have a motivator, you need to find a device that will always perform the same action when it’s activated. The action might be a sound, a vibration, or a flash of light. In clicker-training-speak, this device is called a secondary reinforcer or an event marker after it is paired with the primary motivator. This secondary reinforcer will then be used to communicate to your cat when she is doing something right. The most popular device that is used today for clicker training is the clicker. This is a small object with either a piece of metal or a button in the middle of it. When the metal piece or button is depressed it makes a clicking noise. I find that the most effective clicker is Karen Pryor’s i-Click clicker. This clicker has a nice, soft sound and an excellent response time. When the button is depressed, the click is instantaneous; there is no lag between the act of clicking and the click. And with clicker training, timing is crucial!

When working with feral or shy kitties, the quieter sound of a ballpoint pen works well as the secondary reinforcer. Or you can try wrapping the clicker in a sock to produce a softer click. Hearing-impaired cats can also be clicker-trained. Instead of using a device that makes a noise, shine a quick flash of light from a pen light or a flashlight on the floor in front of the hearing-challenged kitty. Other creative marking devices are bells, rattles, or whistles. You really can use anything that makes an immediate and consistent sound. Toy stores have many types of toys that make all sorts of unique sounds. It’s important to note that making vocal noises or tongue clicks is not recommended because those organic sounds are never the same each time.

 

The i-Click clicker has a soft sound when it is activated.
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MORE CLICKER-SPEAK: THREE TERMS FOR THE SAME DEVICE

Because a secondary reinforcer is used to tell your cat when she is doing something correct in the moment, it is sometimes called an event marker. The event marker “captures an event.” When the clicker is activated, the click needs to occur at the exact instant of the behavior you are reinforcing. If you are late in clicking, then whatever your cat is doing at the moment of the click is what will be reinforced.

A secondary reinforcer is also sometimes called a bridging stimulus or bridge because it functions as a communication tool. It tells the cat that she is performing a behavior correctly and that she will be rewarded later with a treat for her correct behavior. The term bridging stimulus was coined by Keller Breland, one of the pioneers of clicker training.



THE POWER OF THE PEN
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Retractable ballpoint pens can be good clickers for cats who are easily startled by noises. The only drawback to using a retractable ballpoint pen is that you have to make a conscious effort to not click the pen at other times, such as when you are using the pen for what it was originally intended. Make every click count!



Whatever device you do decide on, use it only when marking or reinforcing a behavior. It can become confusing for a cat if the clicker or pen is clicked or the bell is rung at random times, so make sure that the device is something that you don’t normally use around the house. Its function will be fully dedicated to the clicker-training cause.




Conditioning the Secondary Reinforcer 

The first task in clicker training is pairing the motivator with the device. In clicker-speak, this is called conditioning the secondary reinforcer or charging the clicker. The goal is for the cat to have a positive feeling whenever the secondary reinforcer is activated. Because clickers are commonly used, we will refer to the secondary reinforcer as a clicker, and because the majority of cats are Foodies, we will refer to the motivator as a treat.

Pairing the sound of the clicker with something positive—the food—is the first step toward changing unwanted behaviors. The clicker becomes a way to communicate to your cat when she is doing something you are happy with.

The process of charging the clicker, as Karen Pryor called it, is very easy. After clicking the device once, immediately toss the cat a small treat. Be sure to toss the treat to the cat as soon as possible after clicking. Wait until the cat has completely eaten the treat and looks back up at you before clicking again. It’s important that the cat give you her undivided attention before you click again. Some cats enjoy vacuuming every crumb off the floor before they’re ready for the next repetition. Many cats make the connection between the click and the treat within just a few repetitions; others take longer, sometimes needing twelve to twenty click-and-treat repetitions before they understand the association.

 

Pair the sound of the clicker with the treat by clicking and then immediately tossing or placing the treat in front of the cat.
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Don’t forget rule number one! Clicker training is supposed to be fun for everyone. If your cat would rather gaze out the window and not work, then let her. Schedule another session a little later in the day. In the beginning, have multiple short sessions throughout the day. As both you and your cat become proficient in clicker language, the sessions should become longer. But it’s completely up to the cat.

HISTORY OF THE CLICKER

By 1935, Skinner understood the practical applications of operant conditioning and the use of the secondary reinforcer for training animals. The secondary reinforcer Skinner first recognized and later introduced to Marian and Keller Breland, was the sound of the food dispenser in the operant conditioning chamber before it dispensed food. The Brelands and Skinner had different motivations. Skinner was interested primarily in research while the Brelands needed to find ways to train animals quickly and efficiently, based on the operant principles, in order to succeed as a business.

The Brelands realized that the secondary reinforcer (any device that performs the same action each time they’re activated) could be used for building precision in behaviors and for effectively building and reinforcing behavior from a distance. The secondary reinforcer accurately marked a desired behavior at the precise moment it occurred, alerting the animal in the moment that he was doing a good job. It also signaled to the animal when a behavior was completed. Whistles and bells are two examples of secondary reinforcers used when working with marine mammals. Visual signal devices, such as penlights can be used to train hearing-impaired animals.

In late 1943, the Brelands started using party clickers for training animals. These were readily available before World War II but during the war were hard to find because metal was scarce. Meeting this challenge, the Brelands made clickers out of sticks with pieces of metal. Unfortunately, these experimental clickers were clumsy, so the Brelands searched for other secondary reinforcers and found horns and whistles worked well, especially over a distance.

In recent years, Karen Pryor designed the i-Click clicker, a clicker with a softer sound that immediately responds when activated.



CATS CAN’T FAIL

If your cat doesn’t seem to “get it,” consider the motivator. It is possible that your cat might not like whatever you are trying to motivate her with. If that’s not the problem, consider your cat’s routine. Don’t try clicker training a cat right after she’s eaten. If she’s just had a satisfying meal, she won’t be particularly motivated by treats. Besides, after eating, the first item on her agenda will probably be to take a nap. A better time to clicker train is before a meal, when your cat is hungry, easily motivated, and ready to work.






First Behavior: Please Touch the Target 

One of the secrets to clicker training is to keep it simple and build from what’s been learned. After pairing the clicker with something motivating, request a simple behavior that both you and your cat can learn from. The goal of this first behavior is for the cat to simply touch her nose to a specified object or prop, otherwise known in clicker-speak as a target. The target can be a chopstick or the eraser end of a new pencil. Pencils make wonderful targets because the eraser on the end resembles a cat’s nose; when friendly cats greet each other, they usually touch each other’s noses. A long stick with a ball stuck on the end can be a good target for shy or scared cats.

Start by holding the target in one hand. In the other hand, hold the clicker and the treats. Don’t hold the target and the clicker in the same hand because the vibration from the click occurring next to the target can startle the cat. It is important that you have a large supply of treats nearby in a closed container. The treats should always be within easy reach in order to maintain a rhythm when training. A dog-treat pouch that is worn around the waist is perfect for the job. For a cat motivated by grooming or play, you should have her toys or grooming tools placed within your reach.

 

Hold the target in one hand and the clicker and treats in the other.
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Lower the target to your cat’s nose level, about ½ to 1 inch away from her nose so that she’ll have to stretch a little to touch it. Her automatic response should be to touch it with her nose. As she touches it, click once and then immediately toss her the treat. Timing is essential. Click simultaneously as she touches the target. Don’t click a quarter of a second after or before she touches it. The click is functioning as an event marker, communicating to your cat that the action she is doing at the time of the click is good and will be rewarded. Toss her the treat only after the touch/click. The click strengthens the target-touching behavior because the sound of the clicker has been paired with something wonderful—a treat.

You are ready to repeat the cycle only after your cat finishes her treat and looks back up at you. Separate each target/click/treat cycle by raising the target up above your cat’s line of sight between cycles. You may find that your cat occasionally doesn’t touch the target. If that’s the case, don’t click and treat when she doesn’t touch it; simply reset by lifting the target up, out of her range of vision, and then lowering it again for her to touch. It is possible that she has decided that the session is over, or she may be testing you to see if you’ll give her a treat for not doing anything. She will quickly learn that if she wants a treat, she’ll have to do the requested activity.

Sometimes cats become creative and touch the target with different parts of their body. For this initial target-touching exercise, mark the event with a click and a treat only when she touches the target with her nose. As cute as it is for her to reach out with her paw or to head-butt the target, resist the temptation to click and treat for anything other than a nose-to-target touch.

Repetitions are good; they build confidence and they solidify behaviors. After your cat learns the behavior and performs it correctly at least eight out of ten times, add a verbal request. Decide on one word that you will always use when asking for the behavior—and don’t change it! Touch makes sense for the target-touching behavior. As you are lowering the target into position near your cat’s nose, say the word “touch.” As she touches the target, click and then treat. It can take many repetitions until your cat associates the behavior with the word touch. Assigning a word to a behavior is important, because eventually you will want her to do behaviors from verbal cues.

THREE HANDS WOULD BE NICE

Remember to hold the clicker and the treats with one hand while holding the target with the other. This will help eliminate possible fear responses when the clicker is clicked. Some cats become startled by the click when it’s adjacent to or touching the target. The clicker can make the target vibrate if the two are held in the same hand, making touching the target an unpleasant experience for your cat. In addition, it’s very easy to accidentally bonk the cat on her sensitive nose if the target is held in the same hand as the clicker, as your movement to click can also move the target.



  

Add the verbal cue “touch” only after your cat shows she knows the behavior by repeating it correctly eight out of ten times.
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Gradually increase the space between your cat’s nose and the target until she follows it a short distance.
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After she understands touch, make it a little more interesting for both of you by placing the target about ½ to 1 inch farther away from her nose. Again, say “touch” as you lower the target into position, and when she touches that target, simultaneously click and give her a treat. Gradually increase the distance that the target is held from her nose by small increments until she follows the target by taking a few steps.

If she doesn’t touch the target, rethink the motivator and the training schedule as previously mentioned. Consider also that you might be asking for too much too soon. Step back to the first nose-to-target exercise and proceed more slowly, increasing the distance from the target to her nose by smaller increments. Another possibility is that she may be done working for the day. Never force her to perform; instead, put the clicker and target away and try again another time, when she is more motivated to work.

Touching the target is a great first behavior because it is simple and helps both you and the cat learn what clicker training is about. This first lesson is also a perfect introduction to the concepts of timing and communicating on a different level with your cat. Touching and following a target is a very useful behavior for modifying other behaviors, such as counter surfing, and for socializing shy kitties. 




Second Behavior: Over Here, Please! 

The second behavior also uses a prop. The goal is for your cat to stand with all four paws on a specified object after you cue her. She doesn’t have to stay yet. She’ll learn to stay in chapter 3. A simple placemat is a good general-purpose prop because it can be picked up and put away between sessions, and you can move it to work on the behavior in different areas of your house. Depending on your ultimate goal, a few examples of other common household items that can serve as props are a stool, a small rug, and a litter box or shallow plastic bin turned upside down with a colorful piece of carpet glued on top.

BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU CLICK FOR!

Clicker training is powerful. It is as easy to click and reinforce unwanted behaviors as it is to click and reinforce desired behaviors. Watch your cat’s body language when working with her. Don’t click and treat if she is showing any signs of anxiety, aggression, or nervousness. Be alert for dilated or constricted pupils, ears held back, fur rippling, vocalizing, tail thumping, and other signs of an unhappy or anxious cat. Clicking while she is expressing these emotional states can reinforce them. Remember, you want to accentuate and reward only the positive.



Use your imagination and consider your ultimate goal. If you want to stop your cat from counter surfing, use a tall stool placed near the counter as a prop. The use of the stool along with clicker training and other behavior-modification methods will help stop the surfing. One reason high stools are perfect for stopping counter surfing activities is because cats sometimes counter surf to be up high. The stool satisfies this need and it also provides a perfect alternative location to hang out other than the counter. You can read more about this in chapter 2.

 

A placemat is a good prop to use for the second behavior because it can be moved throughout the house.

[image: 016]

  

Shaping rewards each incremental step that results in the goal behavior—in this case, standing on the placemat.
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A placemat or a small rug are effective props for helping to modify and shape a variety of behaviors, including aggression problems, and desensitizing a cat for nail clipping. Placemats and rugs provide versatile default locations for the cat to go to. They can be moved around throughout the house, depending on the circumstances of the behavior problems being addressed.

Behavior challenges can be effectively remedied through the use of props combined with other behavior-modification and management methods. The upside-down litter box with a rug glued on top is fun to use because it looks like a performance podium. Your sweet little kitty will look like a miniature performing tiger. Use your imagination in choosing your prop and don’t forget rule number one—make it fun!

Once you’ve found the perfect prop for your cat, it is time to teach her to stand on it when requested. There are two clicker-training paths—shaping and luring—that can be used to accomplish this four-paws-on-the-mat behavior. Both methods are important—shaping teaches valuable training skills, and luring jumpstarts behaviors.


Method 1: Shaping 

Shaping is a very important skill for both cat and cat parent to learn, especially for teaching complex behaviors. The essence of shaping is breaking a complex behavior down into tiny steps and then rewarding the cat for each correct and minute movement that gets the cat closer to the goal behavior. Shaping gradually teaches a behavior by rewarding the cat after each small, successive improvement until the goal behavior is reached. This method takes a little longer to implement, but it builds a stronger behavior and gives you and your cat a sturdy foundation in the language of clicker training.

Start by putting the placemat right next to your cat as a cue. If she investigates it, click and then treat her. Reset by picking up the mat and then cuing her again by putting it down again. This time, if she puts one paw on the mat, click as her paw touches the mat and then treat her. If she ignores the placemat, do not click or treat her; instead, ignore the non-behavior, pick up the placemat, and put it down next to her again. She might decide to comply with your wishes and put two paws down, or she might put one paw down further onto the mat. Click and treat any behavior that takes her closer to the goal behavior of standing with all four paws on the mat, After each click and treat, pick up the mat so that you can cue her again for the behavior. Shaping behaviors can be very subtle, made up of tiny baby steps. At first, even a head glance toward the mat or a paw moved in the right direction might be marked with a click.

NO VERBAL CORRECTIONS

If your cat doesn’t understand your cues, don’t verbalize negative messages to her about it. Your cat should have fun during these exercises and feel safe to experiment with different behaviors. Verbalizing your disappointment can create a tense situation for the cat. Instead, ignore her and don’t click and treat; simply request the behavior again with a cue, clicking and then treating as she performs after being cued.



 

If your cat does not complete the behavior on request, do not click and treat.
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When your cat is standing on the mat, click and toss the treat a short distance away from the placemat, then pick up the mat while she is munching on the treat. Tossing the treat away from the mat forces the cat to move off the mat to eat the treat, allowing you to easily pick up the mat and then give the cue for the behavior again by placing the mat down next to her after she inhales her treat. Cats are smart. Once she understands that she will receive a treat for simply standing on the  mat, she will stay put. It makes sense to her to stand on the mat and have treats tossed to her all day long. After all, if she’s being treated for just standing on the mat, why should she move off it?

Remember, timing is everything. It is important to click at the very moment the cat takes each baby step. If she doesn’t progress, don’t click and treat her. And however tempting it may be, do not pick her up or push her in the right direction; this will not accomplish the goal. Be patient, and don’t forget that you are now operating in cat time.


Method 2: Luring 

The second technique is called luring. This is useful when you need immediate results, such as stopping dangerous door-darting. The target and, sometimes, food are used as temporary lures. Because your kitty can now follow a target, you can use it to lead her a short distance to the placemat, after putting the mat next to her. Immediately click and treat her when she is standing with all four paws on the mat. Phase out or stop using luring after the cat correctly repeats the behavior a couple of times. Following the target is not the cue for the mat behavior; the cue is the mat being put down on the floor next to her. Most cats only need to be lured to the mat a couple of times. After the cat understands what you are requesting, putting the place mat next to her will be enough of a cue.

 

Click and immediately treat your cat when she accomplishes the goal behavior—in this case, standing entirely on the mat.
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It may take a couple of sessions or more until she stands on the placemat when cued. Some cats are wunderkinder and pick up on the behavior in only one session. For other cats, it might take a few sessions until they get it. Once the cat stands on the mat, she can be taught to sit, shake hands, and high five, as well as perform other behaviors and parlor tricks.

Going to and standing on the placemat or on another designated object is an important behavior for cats to learn. The mat or stool, depending on the behavior being modified, can act as a default location for the cat to go when working on behavioral challenges that are addressed in the book. Depending on the  challenge, the cat’s special spot has different functions. As mentioned, the stool is a perfect place for the counter surfer because it is almost at counter height and it becomes more fun and rewarding to sit on a stool than the counter. Door darters can be taught to sit and stay for a length of time on a mat, stool, cat tree, or other location when doors are opened.


Adding Verbal Cues 

After your cat has learned to stand on the mat through either luring or shaping, add a verbal cue. Add the verbal cue only after your cat demonstrates that she completely understands the behavior by successfully standing on the mat eight out of ten times after you cue her by putting the mat down next to her. Say the word “mat” or another descriptive word for the object as you are putting the placemat next to her. Don’t forget to click when she stands on the designated object and then toss her a treat away from the object she is standing on.

CLICKING FOR PURRFECT BEHAVIOR

When your cat does a trick perfectly, or maybe goes above and beyond the call of duty, resist the urge to click her multiple times. Click only once, but then show your appreciation by rewarding her with double the treats and enthusiastic praise. Make sure your cat knows she’s the best cat in the whole world.



 

Eventually you won’t have to click every time your cat performs a correct behavior.
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A Glimpse into Your Future 

Many chapters from now, when you and your cat are thoroughly versed in clicker training and your cat has been performing a behavior perfectly over many days, you won’t have to mark the behavior with a click every time she does it right. After awhile, you also won’t have to reward her each time with a treat.

The click is used when teaching new behavior, modifying behavior, and, when needed, strengthening behavior (all animals get lazy). After your cat has repeated a behavior correctly over a few days or weeks, responding to your verbal cues each time, you can slowly phase out the click and replace it with a simple good girl as she displays the correct behavior.

This process should be gradual. Start by asking her for the behavior, as usual. Then, instead of clicking every time she does it, click four out of five times, but make sure you tell her she’s a good girl every time. Gradually increase the amount of times you don’t mark the event with the clicker until you are not using the clicker to mark the behavior at all. Don’t forget to praise her each time she performs correctly. If she doesn’t demonstrate the behavior when cued, go back to clicking until the behavior is solid, and then gradually decrease the clicking again. You may find that you need to occasionally click her to mark the behavior if she starts to get a little lazy, such as not going into a full sit when cued.

Decreasing the frequency of the treat can be handled in a similar way. In clicker-speak, this is referred to as a variable schedule of reinforcement. Instead of giving her a treat every time she successfully completes the behavior when cued, randomly give her treats. Start by treating her only four out of five times, then gradually decrease the frequency of the treats until you are treating her for two out of five correct repetitions. You will know you’re rushing the process if the cat doesn’t exhibit the behavior on request anymore or if she is taking longer than usual to complete the task. If that happens, go back and click and treat her each time she does the correct behavior. Eventually, you can slowly decrease the rewards again, but make sure you reward the cat enough times to make it worth her while. Never stop the rewards completely; you probably wouldn’t work long for free, and neither will your cat.

 

After the cat is well versed in a behavior, the frequency she receives treat rewards can be decreased.

[image: 021]

 

Consistency is important. Do your best to schedule clicker training sessions every day.
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Some behaviors will always need to be reinforced by clicking and treating. One example is when clicker training is used to help relax and condition the cat for medical procedures. Your cat not only needs to be treated each time, but the treat has to be something that she highly covets.




Do It! 

In order to change unappreciated behavior successfully, cats should be clicker-trained every day. Multiple short sessions are the most effective when first starting to clicker-train because a cat’s attention can wander early on in the process. The length of the sessions will increase as the cat learns and enjoys the process. Optimally, clicker sessions should occur more than once a day. Like anything else, the more you practice, the better you’ll become. Because cats thrive on consistency, try to have at least one of the sessions at the same time every day. Modern life sometimes makes it impossible to be consistent, but do the best you can do.

Clicker training is powerful! The few basic techniques mentioned in this chapter, combined with the replacement activities and changes to the environment discussed in the following chapters, are the building blocks that will help you eliminate unappreciated cat behavior while strengthening the essential cat–human bond. The following chapters each address a specific problem behavior and the clicker-training methods that you can use to curb it.






End of sample
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