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DOG AND CAT BEHAVIOR:

Caroline Conn, DVM
Sweetwater Veterinary Clinic

Agua Dulce, CA

A Very Brief Overview

Summary
• Terminology
• General Principles
• Things every pet should know

• Dogs 
• Cats

• House soiling
• Dogs
• Cats

• Leash manners
• Why your cat runs your life
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Terminology
• Reinforcement

• Most misused word in animal behavior and training
• Reinforcement makes a behavior more likely to be repeated.

• Positive reinforcement is something nice you add to the situation
• Food
• Praise
• Attention
• Activities

• Negative reinforcement is something unpleasant you take away from 
the situation
• Loosen tension on the leash
• Freedom from confinement

Terminology
• Punishment

• Punishment (in theory) causes a behavior to be less likely to be 
repeated.

• NOT the same as negative reinforcement
• Positive punishment

• Adding something unpleasant to the situation after (or as) unwanted 
behavior occurs.
• Yelling
• Choke chain corrections
• Shock collars
• Physical punishments (rolling, pushing, hitting, pinching, holding the muzzle)

• Negative punishment
• Removing something pleasant after unwanted behavior occurs

• “Time out”
• Withdrawal of food or toys
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Why Does My Dog or Cat Misbehave?
• Is uneducated/doesn’t know any better
• Doesn’t understand

• Ineffective or incomplete training
• Is afraid
• Is anxious
• Has a medical problem
• Is being reinforced for unwanted behavior

• Pulls on the leash and gets to go for a walk
• Jumps on people and gets attention
• Begs at the table and gets food
• Walks on your face at 4 AM and gets fed.

• Animals do not misbehave out of spite, malice, or 
because they don’t love you

Reward-Based Training is Most Effective
• Causes enthusiasm for the learning process
• Strengthens the bond between the dog and handler
• Works on all personalities of dogs

• Can sometimes be challenging to find the right reinforcer
• Food motivated (often even the pickiest eaters can be tempted with 

cooked chicken, liver treats, hot dogs)
• Play motivated
• Affection motivated

• HOWEVER
• Sometimes difficult for the human

• Need to be proactive to mark and reward desired behavior
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Fundamentals of Training
• Set yourself and your dog or cat (or horse or spouse or 

offspring) up for success
• Start with easy tasks
• Gradually increase the difficulty of the task and the distractions
• At the beginning, make it nearly impossible for the pet to give you 

the wrong answer. 
• Mark and reward appropriate behavior
• Be proactive

• Don’t wait for the animal to make a mistake and require correction; 
catch him doing something right and reward him.

• Be reflective
• If something isn’t working, ask why.

• Be consistent

Fundamentals of Training
• Once a task is learned and understood, rewards can 

decrease in value, then fade.
• Intermittent reinforcement schedule AKA “slot machine/”

• To keep behavior from being extinguished once learned, reward 
intermittently

• Variable reinforcement is the best way to keep behavior occurring.
• This is EXTREMELY powerful

• Used for good, this keeps your animal performing without needing a treat for 
every little thing he does.

• Used for evil, this keeps begging at the table, barking to go for a walk, and 
other undesirable behaviors occurring because sometimes they are 
reinforced.

• Beware of extortionists
• “I will only [insert behavior here] if you have a treat in your hand”
• Evidence of poor timing of reinforcement and fading of the reward.
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Is My Dog or Cat Training Me?

Yes!

Am I Untraining My Dog or Cat?

Probably!
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What is Reinforcing?

What Should Every Puppy Learn?
• House breaking
• Recall
• Walk nicely on a leash
• Sit
• Stay
• Politely greet people
• Politely greet other dogs
• Allow handling of body, feet, ears, feet

• Tooth brushing
• Toenail trimming
• Ear cleaning

• Ride in the car
• Be confined to cage or crate
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What Should Every Kitten Learn?
• Use the litter box
• Eat on a schedule
• Ride happily in a carrier
• Allow handling of body

House Soiling: Cat
• Multiple possible causes

• Medical
• Sterile cystitis (bladder inflammation without infection)
• Urinary tract infection
• Kidney disease
• Bladder stones
• Diabetes
• Arthritis
• Other pain (declawed)

• Anxiety
• Litter preference
• Territoriality

• Marking behavior if strange cats prowling outside
• Competition with other cats for litter box
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House-soiling: Cats
• Treatment

• Identify and treat medical problems
• Keep litter boxes immaculate and easily accessible

• Scoop at least once daily, twice is better.
• Dump and scrub boxes at least once a week

• Clean urine and feces thoroughly using enzymatic cleaner. 
• Restrict access to preferred locations or place litter box there 

temporarily.
• Offer several kinds of litter to try to determine litter preference

• Some kitties do not like scented litter
• Provide one more litter box than number of cats in the household

• If you have 2 cats, provide 3 litter boxes

House-soiling: Cats
• Treatment, continued…

• If cat is older and/or arthritic, consider lower-sided box or box with cut-out entry 
to ease joint stress

• If cat is large, be sure box is appropriate size
• Many cats dislike covered litter boxes
• Separate aggressive cats. Be sure cats are not molested by other 

animals or children while using the litter box.
• If territorial marking occurs due to cats outside, draw curtains or blinds 

and/or provide deterrents to outside cats (motion-activated sprinklers 
or noise-makers).

• Environmental enrichment
• Toys
• Interaction with humans

• Reduce stress
• Anti-anxiety medication can be helpful.
• Weight control
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House-soiling: Dogs
• Multiple potential causes

• Medical
• Urinary tract infection
• Incontinence
• Metabolic disease (liver, kidney, diabetes, Cushing’s disease)
• Bladder stones or tumors
• Neurologic disease
• Bowel problems (IBD, colitis, small intestinal bacterial overgrowth, 

exocrine pancreatic insufficiency).
• Cognitive dysfunction

• Incomplete or absent house training
• Submissive or excitement urination
• Marking behavior (usually males)
• Anxiety

House-soiling: Dogs
• Treatment

• Identify and treat medical conditions
• Incomplete housetraining

• Clean soiled areas thoroughly with enzymatic cleaner
• Restrict access to preferred areas
• Remedial house breaking

• Use a crate and a leash
• When unattended, keep in crate
• When attended, keep on leash to prevent inappropriate elimination
• Take outside to elimination spot frequently throughout the day

• After meals
• After waking from a nap
• At least every 6 hours

• Reward generously when elimination behavior occurs in the proper location
• Reward outside at the elimination location; do not wait to come back into the house!
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House-soiling: Dogs
• Treatment, continued

• Remedial housebreaking, continued
• Place a bell by the door; ring it whenever you go out with the dog. He will 

learn to ring the bell himself when he needs to go outside
• Gradually allow more freedom inside the house and fade rewards
• Punishment is not appropriate during the housebreaking process

• Yelling at or striking the dog will likely cause him to be fearful to eliminate in front of 
you, regardless of location

• Putting his nose in feces or urine is ineffective and cruel, and may lead to stool-eating
• If you catch the dog in the process of eliminating in the wrong place, interrupt 

it with a hand clap or sharp “no,” then relocate to the appropriate location and 
reward generously for finishing.

• Marking behavior
• Neuter intact males
• Clean soiled areas thoroughly
• Precise punishment/interruption not associated with the presence of the 

owner may be effective but must be used carefully.

House-soiling, Dogs
• Treatment, continued

• Submissive or excitement urination
• Urination occurs during greetings, meeting new people, or during 

exciting events
• Submissive dogs also commonly lie down and roll over while urinating
• Common in young dogs
• Treatment

• Train the “sit” command using a food reward; avoid leaning over the dog, 
petting the head, or any physical manipulations.

• Ask for a sit during greetings, reward with soft words and food, and pet on the 
chest.

• Gradually introduce petting the back and head while providing food reward
• Eventually, fade the food reward. Continue to ask for a sit during greetings.
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Pulling On the Leash
• Very common
• Occurs because it is reinforced

• When the dog pulls on the leash, he gets to go where he wants
• Flexi-type leashes teach pulling behavior

• Treatment
• Practice in an area with few distractions and where you can control 

your dog.
• Decide your criteria and be consistent
• If there is tension on the leash, walk backward or turn quickly and go 

the other way.
• As soon as the leash is loose, allow the dog to walk forward and praise
• Repeat as needed until leash is consistenly lax
• Gradually add distractions
• Consider use of head collar such as Halti or Gentle Leader.

Middle of the Night Cat Alarm
• Cats are extremely skilled human trainers

• Cats use negative reinforcement
• When you give them what they want, they stop making you miserable
• Since they are reinforcing you, you are more likely to repeat that 

behavior (giving the cat what he wants).
• Step 1: resist the cat.

• Every time
• Remember how intermittent reinforcement creates behaviors that are 

very hard to extinguish? BE STRONG!!
• This stage won’t last forever unless you give in.

• Step 2: Set yourself up for success
• If your cat walks on your face at 4 AM, keep him out of the bedroom.

• Step 3: Reinforce your cat for appropriate behavior
• Choose your criteria and stick to them.
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Take Home Points
• Be consistent
• Rule out medical causes
• Use reward-based methods
• Consider why a behavior is occurring and how the wrong 

thing may be being rewarded
• Don’t be afraid or ashamed to seek professional advice.

• Trainers: get referrals from a trusted source and watch the trainer in 
action to be sure your philosophies are  compatible
• Dog trainers are not regulated
• Some trainers are certified through private organizations. Some, such 

as the Association of Pet Dog Trainers, are well respected and 
established. Their certification should assure a basic level of knoweldge.

Take Home Points
• Veterinary Behaviorists

• Specialist veterinarians with advanced training in behavior 
• Provide specific behavior treatment plans for difficult problems
• Utilize drug therapy to make it more likely that behavior modification will work

• There is no magic pill, miracle collar, or other piece of 
equipment that will make your dog behave.
• Time
• Consistency
• Understanding
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An ounce of 
prevention is worth a 

pound of cure.


