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Habituation
Animals can undergo habituation to a stimulus, meaning that 
their response to encountering that stimulus diminishes over 
time. A kitten who is new to the home may have never heard 
the sound of household appliances being used. At fi rst, they 
might fl ee when they hear the sound of a garbage disposal unit, 
but after repeatedly hearing the disposal being used, the kitten 
can get used to the sound and learn that the sound has no 
meaning (i.e., it is not benefi cial or harmful). Consequently, their 
fl eeing response wanes.

Sensitization
Animals can also undergo sensitization to a stimulus, which 
means that their response to encountering that stimulus 
increases over time. A classic case of this is a cat’s (or dog’s) 

The Science Behind How Cats 
Learn
Whether we mean to teach them or not, cats are always taking 
in information about what’s happening around them.

Non-associative Forms of Learning

Cats learn by being exposed to various sights, sounds, and 
events in their environment, and repeat exposure to something 
can change the degree of response the animal has. A cat may 
learn to ignore the ongoing sound of traffi  c but may also 
become more alarmed at the sudden sound of thunder. These 
are examples of non-associative forms of learning—the animal 
has a change in response after repeated exposure to a stimulus, 
like sound or physical touch.

Training Cats for Successful 
Veterinary Visits:

Tapping Into Cats’ 
Natural Learning Processes

CE Feature

D
omestic cats are one of the world’s most popular companion animals. Their 

widespread presence in the lives of humans highlights the need for quality 

veterinary care to support feline welfare and foster healthy human–cat 

relationships. We can apply learning principles to teach cats important skills and responses 

that can help improve their experience in the veterinary practice. This article discusses 

the science behind how cats learn and explores how veterinary professionals can use 

this knowledge to make veterinary visits more successful through client education and 

techniques aimed at reducing stress.
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response to fi reworks. After repeatedly hearing fi reworks going 
off , the animal fl ees earlier and more quickly; in other words, 
their fear–anxiety response increases with repeat exposure. 
Although sensitization to stimuli like fi reworks might pose 
problems for caregivers, the learning process of sensitization 
has biological signifi cance and benefi ts in certain contexts. 
Sensitization may result in wildlife keeping their distance from 
humans (conversely, habituation to humans is disadvantageous 
for wild animals).1 Through sensitization, individuals may be 
more likely to detect shifts in the importance of a stimulus (i.e., 
this time the loud sound happens to be dangerous), which 
allows them to react quickly in instances where that stimulus is 
life-threatening. 

Associative Forms of Learning

In another form of learning, associative learning, a behavioral 
response becomes associated with a particular stimulus.

Classical Conditioning
Think about a cat’s reaction to hearing a can of food being 
opened. When the cat hears the can open, their ears perk up, 
and they begin to salivate in anticipation of the food. This 
is known as classical conditioning—a biologically relevant 
stimulus (food) becomes paired with an initially neutral stimulus 
(sound of the can opening). The sound of a can opening 
becomes linked with the arrival of food and, over time, becomes 
so paired with food that it will cause an involuntary response; in 
this case, salivation. 

Research reveals that cats can recognize their name through 
classical conditioning. Over time, cats connect their name 
with good things happening, such as receiving food or social 
attention. This communication is naturally learned through 
everyday interactions shared with their humans, even without 
direct training.2 Moreover, it has important implications for the 
veterinary examination (see “Cats Can Discriminate Their Name” 
box).

Operant Conditioning
In another form of associative learning, the cat may learn to 
adjust their behavior in response to an experience they have 
had. A cat may learn to jump up on the kitchen counter in order 
to be able to see out the window. This is known as operant 
conditioning—behaviors being shaped by the consequences 
they produce.4 Animals tend to repeat behaviors that lead to 
pleasant outcomes and avoid behaviors that cause unpleasant 
experiences. In this case, the cat’s behavior (jumping up on 
the counter) has led to a pleasant experience (seeing out the 
window), which causes the cat to jump up on the counter 
more often (reinforcement). If, by contrast, the cat learned that 

jumping up on the counter leads to an unpleasant, loud noise 
(due to an object being knocked over), they may jump up on 
the counter less often (punishment). 

In operant conditioning there are four main processes by which 
cats can learn: positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, 
positive punishment, and negative punishment. Just like with 
classical conditioning, these are natural processes that cats are 
learning from all the time. In the wild, these learning processes 
are important for survival. An animal might learn to return to a 
spot where they previously found food (positive reinforcement) 
or to avoid a certain plant after being pricked by it (positive 
punishment). 

The following section explores in more depth how veterinary 
professionals can utilize these natural learning principles to 
shape cat behavior and improve feline welfare. The specifi c 
focus is on working with clients to make trips to the veterinary 
practice more successful, and reduce fear-anxiety and stress in 
animal patients (Table 1).  

Teaching Clients Techniques for 
At-home Training 
Create a Safe Space

One tip for veterinary professionals is to advise cat caregivers 
to work at home with their cat on a few key behaviors. Cat 
caregivers can begin by creating a safe space for their cat. This 
could be a cat bed, crate, or cat carrier. Caregivers should be 
instructed to provide their cat with a reward the cat prefers 
(e.g., a treat, petting) when they are near or inside their safe 

Term Defi nition and Descriptions 

Fear* A natural behavior and an emotional response that arises 
when an animal senses potential danger. It can enable 
the animal to avoid or escape a genuinely threatening 
situation. When fear is not properly regulated, it can 
lead to the development of anxiety disorders, such as 
separation anxiety.8,9 

Anxiety* The anticipation of a potential threat that may be 
unknown, imagined, or real. When chronic, anxiety can 
pose signifi cant concern for an animal’s welfare and lead 
to stress-associated disease.

Stress A physiological and behavioral response triggered by a 
force (e.g., emotional, chemical, or physical stressor) that 
threatens an animal’s body homeostasis. Stressors could 
be changes in the environment or lack of adequate 
resources. 

Table 1. Key Defi nitions Related to Animal Behavior and Welfare: Fear,5 
Anxiety,5,6 and Stress.5,7

* Fear and anxiety are the same emotional system and are increasingly 
considered together as ‘fear–anxiety’.10
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space. Over time, the cat will become classically conditioned 
to associate seeing their carrier with receiving pleasant 
experiences. If the cat already has an unpleasant association 
with their carrier, see if it is possible to start over with a new 
carrier with diff erent characteristics from the old carrier. This will 
help to reduce stress for the cat during both the car ride and the 
visit to the veterinary practice because they will have a familiar, 
safe location that is already linked to rewarding experiences. 
Make sure to remind caregivers to reward their cat near the 
carrier for at least a week following a veterinary visit, to help 
ensure the cat still views it as a safe space. Leaving the carrier 
out can help remove associations with the veterinary visit and 
creates more chances for the caregiver to reward when the cat 
spends time in or near it.

Some caregivers may be interested in going a step further 
with this training and may want to utilize operant conditioning 

to teach their cat to go to their safe space on their own. This 
provides the cat with more choice and control, two important 
factors that enhance their welfare.11 In this case, it can be 
useful to recommend that caregivers train a behavior like to 
“target” (Figure 2). To train targeting, caregivers should pick an 
object they would like the cat to follow, such as a dowel rod or 
chopstick. The object should be placed directly in front of the 
cat’s nose, as most cats will intuitively reach their nose out to 
smell the object. When they do, the caregiver should praise the 
cat for touching the object and provide them with a preferred 
reward, like a treat or petting. Next time, the caregiver should 
move the target a little farther away, and reward when the cat 
touches it with their nose. Caregivers should continue in this 
way until the cat must stand up and move to touch the object 
and eventually walk across the room to touch it. Depending on 
the individual, the cat could learn this in a single training session 

To study if cats know their name, researchers utilized the 
principle of habituation to examine cat behavior.2 Researchers 
picked four nouns that were similar in length and accent 
to the cat’s name. Then, both the cat’s caregiver and an 
unfamiliar person spoke fi ve words in a row—the four 
nouns and then, very last, the cat’s name. If a cat knows their 
name, the researchers expected to see that, with each noun 
spoken, the cat’s reaction to hearing the noun would wane 
(indicating habituation). This is because these nouns have 
no meaning for the cat; they are just random sounds, so the 
cat stops paying attention. However, if, when the cat’s name 
is said very last, the cat displays an increased reaction, such 
as lifting their head up and orienting their ears, this indicates 
the cat has “dishabituated.”  The sound they just heard holds 
meaning for the cat. All of a sudden, the cat perks up because 
they recognize this sound, their name. This is illustrated in the 
example given in Figure 1, which is based on this research, and 
highlights important considerations for veterinarians. 

Why This is Important for the Veterinary Examination

If most cats know their name, then it is worth addressing each 
cat by their individual name during a medical examination. 
Additionally, this same process of habituation can help 
acclimate a cat to the veterinarian’s touch and reduce the 
likelihood of handling being unpleasant and causing distress 
for the cat. This can be done by starting with only briefl y 
petting the cat or gently placing a hand on the cat’s body 
for a short amount of time, in a non-threatening location. 

It is recognized that cats prefer being petted on their head 
and facial region, with touch at the caudal region being least 
preferred.3 The idea is to start with your hand touching the cat 
for a few seconds, then remove your hand, before repeating a 
few times. Increase the length of time your hand is on the cat, 
as well as the amount of pressure you provide. Do this a few 
times before moving onto more extensive handling. 

Cats Can Discriminate Their Name 

Figure 1. An example of a possible set of results that a cat might display 
during a habituation–dishabituation protocol to determine if the cat 
knows their name.2 With each presentation of a random noun, the 
cat’s attention decreases (bars 1–4), indicating habituation. This is until 
the cat hears their name and perks up in response (bar 5), indicating 
dishabituation. In particular, note the large diff erence in the cat’s response 
between noun 4 and the cat’s name. This principle of habituation can be 
applied to other events like acclimating a cat to a person’s touch or getting 
a cat used to an examination room or piece of medical equipment during 
a veterinary visit. Image courtesy of Kristyn Vitale.
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visits, they may fi nd it helpful to provide clients with handouts 
or display a poster featuring a QR code that links to training 
resources such the FelineVMA’s Positive Reinforcement Training 
Toolkit (catvets.com/positive-reinforcement available in 
January 2026). This allows veterinary professionals to share key 
recommendations without taking up valuable examination 
time. While these training resources can apply to all cats, 
veterinary professionals can also create resources focused on 
kitten socialization and encourage caregivers to expose their 
kittens to new experiences, like car rides in the carrier and 
meeting new people, while they receive rewards and social 
encouragement. The more caregivers work with their kittens 
at the start of their life, the more likely they will be to grow 
into confi dent, well-adjusted adult cats, and, in turn, the more 
comfortable they will be when encountering car rides and 
veterinary visits.    

Making Veterinary Visits More 
Successful 
Allow Cats to Acclimate

Veterinary professionals can utilize learning principles to make 
visits to the practice more successful. Consider that, in many 
cases, the veterinary team are strangers or relatively unfamiliar 
to the cat. Given this, it is worth the veterinarian taking a minute 
to introduce themselves to the cat by allowing the cat to smell 
them and acclimate to their presence. As discussed earlier, 
the cat can be habituated to the veterinarian’s touch before 
being engaged in parts of the examination that might require 
additional handling. 

or over several sessions. Caregivers can then use this object to 
ask their cat to move locations, such as off  the kitchen counter 
or into the carrier on their own. 

Practice Techniques That Assist with Medical Care

Animals who engage in “cooperative care”—that is, who learn to 
engage in aspects of their own medical care—often have lower 
stress levels. Cooperative care allows the animal to have more 
control and choice over their experiences, which, as mentioned, 
is an important aspect of animal welfare.11 Historically, dogs 
have been taken to the veterinarian more than twice as often 
as cats; even within the same household, cats receive veterinary 
care less frequently than their canine counterparts.12 Given that 
cats may not be at the veterinarian as frequently, much of this 
cooperative care training falls to the caregiver and they can 
be encouraged to work with their cat at home to engage in 
behaviors that assist with medical care. For example, targeting 
can be used to teach a cat to go to a specifi c location (e.g., 
into the carrier or onto a scale), or the cat could be taught to 
voluntarily outstretch their leg for a reward, which can allow 
the cat to cooperate in their own blood draw.13 Research has 
already examined the benefi ts of training on jugular blood 
collection and found that trained cats showed milder physical 
reactions and lower levels of cortisol during repeat blood draws 
compared with untrained cats.14 

Provide Practical Resources to 
Save Valuable Examination Time 
Given that veterinarians have limited time during medical 

Figure 2. Kittens learning targeting. (a) A kitten learns to “target” during a training and socialization session at a humane society shelter. A small amount 
of lickable treat is placed on the end of a target stick (in this case a chopstick) to encourage the kitten to touch. (b) The target stick can be used to guide 
behavior, such as here, where it is used to ask the kitten to stand. Images courtesy of Kristyn Vitale.

a b
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Cats should also be given a period of time to acclimate to the 
examination room prior to the start of the examination. Ideally, 
the cat would have a few minutes alone in the room with their 
caregiver to take in the strange location and get reassurance 
from their caregiver. Caregivers can be guided to gradually 
open the carrier door and gently encourage the cat to exit and 
explore the room. If the cat chooses to stay in the carrier, the 
caregiver should not force them out. Caregivers can also be 
provided with treats and toys to further help create a positive 
association. 

Veterinary professionals looking to take this a step further 
could consider scheduling kittens and cats for an initial intake 
appointment that is focused on exposure to the examination 
room/medical equipment and socialization with an unfamiliar 
veterinary professional.  

Pair Rewards with Examination Procedures

Pleasant associations with diff erent items involved in veterinary 
examinations can also be created for the cat. Rewards, such as 
high-value food items (e.g., lickable treats, cooked chicken) or 
social attention, can be paired with examination procedures. For 
example, food rewards can be placed in front of the cat as they 
receive a vaccination or other physical handling. Using a lick mat 
also helps to keep the cat distracted and eating throughout the 
examination. Redirecting the cat’s focus onto the food reduces 
stress not only for the cat but potentially for everyone else too. 
When scheduling the appointment, consider encouraging 
caregivers to skip their cat’s pre-visit meal—this way, treats 
and food during the examination will be extra tempting and 
can help the visit go more smoothly. Similar to targeting, toys 

Figure 3. A kitten follows their preferred reward, a feather toy, during 
a training and socialization session at a humane society shelter. Image 
courtesy of Kristyn Vitale.

can also be used to guide a cat’s behavior (Figure 3), such as to 
change position or step onto a scale. Veterinary professionals 
should consider recording each cat’s preferred rewards in their 
fi le to ensure this information is available for future visits.

Consider Modifying the Traditional Veterinary Attire

The white coat worn by medical providers can become 
associated with unpleasant aspects of medical visits, for people 
and pets alike. The “white-coat eff ect” refers to the stress a 
patient may experience during a medical examination, typically 
marked by a rise in blood pressure while at the medical practice 
(i.e., situational hypertension).15 Research indicates that cats 
can experience the white-coat eff ect, with one study reporting 
that cat systolic blood pressure during a mock examination 
exceeded the normal 24-hour average systolic blood pressure.16 
In a canine study, it was found that dogs preferred approaching 
a veterinarian who was not wearing a white coat and spent 
more time near the veterinarian without a coat, compared with 
a veterinarian wearing a white coat.15 

Taken together, this work supports the idea that the white coat 
is a potential fear-provoking stimulus that can be an additional 
stressor for pets during veterinary visits. Over time, animals can 
become classically conditioned to link the sight of a white coat 
with unpleasant experiences, like blood draws or vaccinations, 
having their temperature taken, being handled by unfamiliar 
people, or simply being in a strange place fi lled with new 
smells, sights, and sounds. Given that wearing a white lab coat 
is traditional attire for veterinarians, and that research indicates 
that clients perceive veterinarians who wear a lab coat as being 
more competent and are more comfortable around them,17 
veterinarians who are looking to break this association might 
consider rotating to wearing lab coats of diff erent colors, as it 
may be the white coloration that is the salient trait of the coat 
that animals are picking up on.15 This information could also be 
kept in the cat’s fi le, so that the veterinarian does not wear the 
same color coat for the same cat for consecutive visits. 

Encourage Caregiver Presence in the Examination Room

Another consideration for veterinary professionals is to 
encourage the caregiver to stay in the room during medical 
examinations. Research indicates that cats can distinguish their 
caregiver’s voice from the voice of a stranger,18 and can detect 
the emotions of their caregiver.19,20 Moreover, the caregiver’s 
presence, along with a calm and gentle tone of voice, can serve 
as a source of comfort and security that can reduce their cat’s 
stress and improve confi dence.21,22 

In addition to the caregiver’s presence, it is advised that cats 
stay in the room they have already become accustomed to and 
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not be taken away to a diff erent location for procedures such as 
venipuncture and cystocentesis.

Off er Training and Socialization Opportunities

One recommendation that is often overlooked is the possibility 
for veterinary practices to off er kitten or cat socialization 
sessions. Although socialization and training opportunities are 
relatively uncommon for cats, there is no reason why these 
experiences could not be available for clients, if desired, paying 
due attention to infectious disease risks and age-appropriate 
vaccines. Enrollment in such opportunities would be a good 
way to make contact with clients about vaccinations or boosters 
needed before participation, or to establish them as a new 
client at the practice. 

At Oregon State University, the Human-Animal Interaction 
Lab has off ered adult cat socialization events, kitten training 
outreach events at local humane society shelters for young 
kittens, and more formal six-week programs of kitten training 
and socialization classes for kittens aged between three 
and eight months old. For further information on the formal 
six-week kitten program, readers are referred to the work by 
Vitale and colleagues on attachment bonds between cats and 
humans.22 A similar, but abbreviated program could be off ered 

Recommendation Details and Comments Potential Outcome

Go slow, focusing on creating a 
rewarding association with the new 
location of the veterinary practice 

The fi rst session should mainly allow the cats to be in the 
new location and get used to unfamiliar sights, sounds, 
and smells. Do not rush the cats into socializing with one 
another or work on training for the fi rst session. Instead 
focus on rewarding them for just being in this new space

Allows kittens and cats to form an initial 
positive association with the rewarding 
experience and veterinary practice 
location

Be aware of protective emotions such as 
fear-anxiety and/or pain, and the 
corresponding behaviors they may 
produce—including avoidance, 
inhibition, appeasement, or repulsion

Behaviors indicating signs of fear-anxiety in cats includes a 
crouched body position, fl attened ears, rapidly twitching 
tail, frequent lip-licking or swallowing, and vocalizations 
such as hissing and growling. In contrast, signs of 
confi dence include forward-facing ears and a tail pointing 
straight up (Figure 4a). Some cats may prefer to sit and 
watch from elevated locations, such as on cat towers 
(Figure 4b) 

Allows the individuality of each kitten and 
cat to be considered. Some individuals 
will be more fearful than others 

Set a time limit for the session (e.g., 
30–45 minutes). However, encourage 
caregivers to take their kitten or cat 
home if and when signs of fear-anxiety 
or frustration are detected

If several signs of fear-anxiety are being expressed 
simultaneously, it may indicate the cat needs a break and 
should be taken home

Consider scent-swapping with cats, 
especially during the fi rst session

Take an item (e.g., a toy, blanket, or cat bed) and swap it 
with an item from another cat in the group. Let caregivers 
take these items home over the next week and reward the 
cats with each item; for example, have caregivers play with 
their cat using the other cat’s toy or place treats on top 
of the other cat’s blanket and reward the cat’s interaction 
with the item

Allows cats to build a positive association 
between an unfamiliar cat’s smell and 
good things happening. This can help 
future introductions between the cats go 
smoothly

Table 2. Recommendations for veterinary practices setting up kitten and cat socialization and training class opportunities for clients. 

It is important to fi nd methods of training and handling 
that help reduce distress and pain in cats. This includes 
avoiding the use of unpleasant (aversive) consequences to 
punish behaviors. Many caregivers have, in exasperation, 
turned to a squirt bottle or yelling to punish behaviors 
such as jumping up on the counter. However, the use of 
aversive stimuli should be discouraged for several reasons.13 
Experience of unpleasant consequences may trigger a 
fear response in the cat and the cat may then associate 
that aversive experience with their caregiver, potentially 
weakening the human–cat relationship. Punishment 
alone also fails to encourage appropriate behavior; it 
may communicate what is unacceptable, but it does not 
provide guidance toward better alternatives. Rather than 
punishing a cat for jumping on the counter, the caregiver 
can show the cat what to do instead and redirect the 
behavior by, for example, positively reinforcing the use of a 
nearby cat tower. 

Why Punishment Is 
Never the Answer  
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Figure 4. Adult cats engaging in socialization sessions. (a) Cat with confi dent body language, including tail pointing upwards. (b) Cat watching on from 
the inside of a cat tree. Images courtesy of Kristyn Vitale.

a b

Positive Reinforcement Training Educational Toolkit
The new FelineVMA Positive Reinforcement Training Educational Toolkit helps veterinary professionals and cat caregivers 
better understand how cats learn and how to encourage positive behaviors. The Toolkit off ers practical, easy-to-use resources 
designed to create supportive environments that reduce stress and strengthen the bond between cats and their caregivers. 
The Toolkit, available at catvets.com/positive-reinforcement, outlines:

• How Cats Learn: An overview of non-associative and associative learning, why emotional state and physical health aff ect 
training, why punishment is not recommended, and how emotions and physical health aff ect training. 

• Feline Behavior: Feline behaviors often refl ect natural instincts such as hunting, climbing, and marking. Understanding 
normal feline behaviors allow caregivers to guide behavior eff ectively and meet a cat’s emotional and environmental needs.

• Reinforcement Techniques: Positive reinforcement encourages behavior through timely and consistent rewards. Training 
Tools outlined include conditioned reinforcers, shaping, luring, targeting, capturing, cooperative care, carrier training, and 
multi-cat household training. 

• Addressing Undesirable Behavior: There are many frequently observed behaviors in the home, and the Toolkit provides 
reasons for the behavior and off ers solutions.

• Caregiver Support: Education empowers caregivers to create positive, enriching environments for their cats. With the right 
tools and veterinary guidance, caregivers can prevent unwanted behaviors, create enriching environments, and promote 
lifelong feline wellbeing.

by veterinary practices for newly adopted kittens. If held in the 
veterinary practice, these classes would give kittens positive, 
rewarding exposure to this environment before any negative 
associations have been created. 

For veterinary practices considering implementing training or 
socialization classes for their clients, suggestions based on the 
author’s experience of off ering such opportunities are listed in 
Table 2.

Conclusion  

Although cats may have a reputation for being untrainable, 
they are always learning from the world around them. 
An appreciation of how cats learn should inform the 
interactions veterinary professionals have with cats and the 
recommendations they provide to their caregivers. Doing so 
will decrease fear-anxiety in cats, increase feline wellbeing, and 
promote healthy human-cat relationships. 
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1.  After repeatedly hearing fi reworks, a cat fl ees earlier 
and more quickly each time (i.e., their response 
increases). What learning process is occurring?

 a.  Habituation c.  Stimulus
 b.  Sensitization  d.  Attachment

2.  What is targeting?

 a.   When an animal is taught to eat a certain amount 
of food. 

 b.   When an animal is taught to touch their body to 
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 c.  A response seen after an unfamiliar encounter.
 d.   A behavior seen between kittens and their 
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3.  A cat returning to a spot where it previously found 
food would be an example of which operant learning 
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 a.  Sensitization 
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 c.  Positive reinforcement
 d.  Positive punishment  

4.  What is the term for when an animal learns to engage 
in aspects of their own medical care? 

 a.  Clicker training c.  Attachment
 b.  Cooperative care d.  De-stressing

5.  What is a sign of confi dent behavior in cats? 

 a.  Tail up  c.  Dilated pupils
 b.  Ears backward d.  Rapidly twitching tail
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