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By Dan Watson/Enterprise correspondent

Move over Seabiscuit, “The Cat Whisperer” is in town.
Then again, she could be called “The Giraffe Whisperer.” Or even “The Chicken Whisperer.”
For veterinarian Sophia Yin, a Davis animal behaviorist, it doesn't matter what type of animal
it is, it's trainable.
And most people who turn over their stubborn pets to Yin end up agreeing: Her methods are
unique, but they work.
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spent more time as a veterinarian, she discovered there were animal behavior problems in
her patients' pets as opposed to medical ailments.
And the problem often wasn't an untrained pet. It was an untrained owner.
“Owners don't realize that every time they interact with an animal, they're teaching something
good or bad,” Yin said.
Yin began to take classes and craft her own method. In the back of her mind, she
remembered the experience she had in her high school years with her own overly aggressive
dog.
“I needed help, but I couldn't find help,” Yin said. “I thought that I might have to euthanize the
dog. I went through 10 trainers until I found someone. If I knew then what I know now...”
The trainers were using force in an attempt to fix her dog. But in the process, the bond she
had with her pet was dying. She was convinced there was a better way.
And after years of seminars, veterinary conferences, university courses, writing an awardwinning pet column for the San Francisco Chronicle and patient consults, Yin has perfected a
better method.
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It doesn't involve force, and she hardly needs to say a word. She makes the animal figure it
out on its own.
The power of a reward
Currently, Yin teaches a Kitty Kindergarten class at the Experimental College at UC Davis.
She also teaches a Puppy Preschool, lectures at UC Davis and welcomes consults with
owners and their pets.
In the kitty class, cats are socialized to interact with other cats and humans and to adapt to
different environments.
The best way to get animals to respond, is to reward them, Yin stresses.
“One thing that people need to realize regardless of the animal is that they behave in certain
ways because those actions are rewarded,” Yin said. “People need to be aware of what's
getting rewarded.”
Using treats as a reward, Yin is quickly able to make a cat follow a target, enjoy getting its
nails clipped, sit, lie down or perform tricks. By constantly rewarding an action, Yin makes the
animal figure out what it needs to do to gain a treat, a pet or some other form of reward.
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Unlike dogs, cats do not respond to force. Because of this, owners get frustrated and are
more likely to shelter or euthanize them.
Josh Dorf was almost one of those owners.
His 8-year-old cat, Murry, unexpectedly began to tear apart an expensive couch. The cat
also found it to be a nice pit stop. And when a veterinarian told Dorf that his cat was perfectly
healthy, he began to search for a shelter. His last-ditch effort was to consult a “pet shrink.”
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On the first visit, Yin set up a “kitty litter buffet” - several litter boxes in a row with different
scents and characteristics. Murry soon found a better alternative to the couch. He also found
no reward in scratching the layer of aluminum foil that had been placed over his “toy.”
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The problem was solved.
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“It was hilarious,” Dorf said. “The cat has a poo palace ... but it doesn't come near the couch
anymore.”
Relieving itself outside the litter box is the top reason for cat behavior consults, according to
Yin.
For dogs, it's a different story.
Different than the rest
Aggression is the biggest problem for dogs, according to Yin. And the most popular method
of training is force.
“You shouldn't use force on a dog to train them, but people are use to pushing them into a
sit, or using a choke chain,” Yin said. “The animals don't know what you want, and you're
yanking it around.”
For years, Diane Alsey struggled with trainers that used force.
“A lot of dog trainers charge you a lot of money and all they do is put the collar on the neck
and pin it to the ground until it is forced to be submissive. It's a fear factor,” Alsey said. “I
didn't go for that.”
Alsey's dog, Bella, suffers from a form of animal Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. Bella would
spin in circles with reckless abandon. Yin taught Alsey to reward Bella only when she would
sit and stay. Soon she had stopped the behavior.
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Even Prozac and other medication could not beat Yin's training.
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Because of the condition, Bella also often refused to sit.
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“I had been to other trainers. They would try to force me to pin the dog down. I would try and
she resisted it so badly,” Alsey said. “It hurt me in my heart ... Sophia's technic is different.
She lets the dog figure it out.”
Murry and Bella are both new and improved pets. But dogs and cats just scratch the surface.
Chickens, giraffes and more
Yin's training spans the animal kingdom.
In one video, two of her former chickens, Thelma and Louise, perform “Mary Had a Little
Lamb” on a play piano, come when called, scurry up and down a ramp and clear jumps for
treats.
In another, she trains a giraffe to place its hoof on a wooden block for trimming. In another,
an aggressive goat learns to ignore its owner. Stallions, ostriches, rats and pigs can perform
amazing feats.
And all these feats are accomplished with the power of reward.
If she advertises these triumphs enough, they may just call her “The Animal Whisperer.”
- More information on Sophia Yin and her methods can be found at www.nerdbook.com
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