When Fido and Fluffy Meet
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I

 recently added a second dog, Phoebe, to my household. She seemed respectful of cats at the shelter-and since I have three that was a requirement before taking her home! Once at my house, I closely observed and controlled her interactions with my cats.  She did all the ‘right stuff’ - walking away if she got smacked by my temperamental Siamese x, Henry, play-bowing with my sweet orange tiger boy, Chuck, and herding but not hurting my one inside-outside cat, Andrew, in the yard. Three months later, I feel comfortable leaving her unattended with my feline family when I go to work. 


Nearly half of all pet homes have dogs and cats, according to the American Veterinary Medical Association. And just because so many live with both species doesn’t mean that a beautiful friendship occurred instantly. The best chance for tranquility in a multispecies household comes from planning. 

Your main goal is to minimize any conflict by gradually exposing the animals to one another. Check out these tips for making dog/cat encounters good ones:

Face to Face Meetings

Bringing home a new dog

Protecting your resident cat/s is crucial before you can be sure that the newly acquired dog can play well with others. Make sure you have dog-free zones – areas that your cats can easily reach and your dog can’t. Baby gates and cat trees with a perch are two great options. Spend a few days making these areas a place that your cats want to hang out by baiting them with small amounts of cat food, catnip or new toys. 

You may have to move your cat’s food and litterbox to the dog-free zone, because otherwise your dog may scarf down the yummy cat food and ‘help’ you clean the box.

Give your new dog a quick lesson before you bring her inside for the intros. Teach Fido to look at you when you say her name and to sit.  Put your cat/s in another room and bring your dog in on leash. Practice what you taught her inside (name recognition, sit) and reward her as she checks out her new home. Let her walk around for a few minutes, then have someone take her outside in the yard (MHS doesn’t recommend leaving a new dog in a yard unsupervised). 

Now you can let the cat/s out of the room to explore. This is a great first meeting - they can check out the dog (by scent) without actually seeing her. Next step - grab some dog treats and cat treats and bring Fido, on leash, back into the house.
Let your cat/s check out the dog on their own. Tossing treats to the cats will help teach them that having a dog around is actually a good thing. Is Fido sitting, laying down or just calmly watching the cat/s? Fantastic – make sure you reward that behavior by giving her a treat! Hopefully the cat/s are slowly moving around the room, and Fido is staying calm. Reward Fido with a treat and feel confident that you can probably, at this point, trust you new dog supervised with the cat/s.

If she shows interest in your cat/s, use kissy noises or a treat as a lure to get her focused on you instead. Reward her with food for looking at you vs. the cat/s and continue practicing until the dog is paying more attention to you than the cats. Is she is so intense that you are having a difficult time getting her attention? You can work at intros as in the above example, adding time-outs to the mix. 

Time-outs work as well for dogs as they do kids. If your new dog is so excited about the cats that you can’t get her to focus on you, say, “Time out!”  or “Too bad!” in a upbeat tone-of-voice and calmly walk her into another room. Give her 30 seconds or so away from you and all the excitement, then bring her back in the room. If she gets overly excited, repeat the process. Be prepared that this might take several days, and in the mean time always keep Fido on leash in the cats’ presence.

Bringing home a new cat

Let’s assume that your dog has had some encounters with cats and it’s been fairly neutral. Bring Fluffy home and introduce her as you would any cat (small space like a spare bedroom with a litterbox, food, water and toys) in a new environment. Over the next few days you will let Fluffy get used to hearing and smelling Fido without actually seeing her. 

You should notice that Fluffy is more comfortable in the room after a few days. Put up a babygate (or two) in the doorway and monitor Fido and Fluffy interactions. Keep Fido calm by asking her for a sit-stay, a down-stay and, if necessary, a time-out. 

It’s always important to take it slowly; introductions should be both gradual and well controlled. 
While the process may seem time consuming, avoiding situations where the cat/s may want to run and where the dog might want to chase, are well worth it. 

Looking for addition advice? Go to www.ddfl.org/behavior/catintro.htm for more information about introducing cats and dogs.
