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Trap, Neuter, Return (TNR) 
Carrier & Trap Training Information 
Follow these steps for at least 14 days before surgery to help your cat become comfortable 
entering a carrier (kennel) or humane cat trap using food. This training reduces stress and 
makes transportation safer on the day of their TNR appointment. The training process is the 
same for both carriers and humane traps. However, if the cat is feral, cannot be handled or 
does not tolerate your presence, use a humane cat trap rather than a carrier. Ensure you’re 
trapping in appropriate weather and protect trapped cats from the elements.  

SUPPLIES YOU WILL NEED 
• Hard-sided medium to large carrier (kennel) or humane cat trap 

• Zip tie or bungee cord 

• Cat food  

• High-value ultra-smelly food such as canned fish in water (like sardines or tuna), stinky 
wet food (like fish-flavored pate), plain boiled chicken and squeeze treats (like Churu)  

 

Important Note: For carriers (kennels), a medium or large enclosed dog carrier works 
best, as it allows the cat to fully enter before reaching the food. 

 

STEP 1: ESTABLISH A ROUTINE AND NORMALIZE THE CARRIER OR TRAP 
• Establish a strict schedule: Feed the cat at the same time every day. Remove all food 

and the food dish after 30-45 minutes. A consistent schedule creates predictable hunger 
and encourages the cat to return to the same feeding location. 

• Make the carrier or trap permanent: Place the hard-sided medium to large carrier or 
trap in their usual feeding area. Always leave it there, so it becomes a familiar, non-
threatening object. 

• Secure the door: Secure the door in the open position using a zip tie or bungee cord to 
prevent it from accidentally closing. If the door accidentally swings shut or rattles while the 
cat is investigating, it can scare them and set your progress back. 

• Optional (carriers only): For very fearful cats, remove the top half of the carrier so they 
can become comfortable eating without feeling trapped.   
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• Create a "Safe Den" vibe: Feral cats are naturally skittish and feel exposed in the open. 
Cover the top and sides with a towel or blanket (leave the entrance open) to create a 
sheltered, den-like space.  

 

STEP 2: INCH THE FOOD CLOSER 
• Days 1–3: Place the food bowl a few feet away from the carrier or trap where the cat 

can comfortably eat without panic. 

• Days 4–7: Move the food bowl slightly closer to the carrier or trap or trap entrance 
with each meal.  

• Days 8+: Place the bowl right outside the open door, forcing the cat to stand near the 
carrier or trap to eat. 

 

STEP 3: MOVE THE FOOD INSIDE 
Once the cat is comfortable eating at the entrance of the carrier or trap, use high-value food (see 
list above) to encourage them to enter it. 

• Use high-value food: Use ultra smelly food such as canned fish in water, stinky wet 
food, plain boiled chicken or squeeze treats. The stronger smell can encourage them 
to investigate and enter. 

• The threshold step: Place the food dish just inside the mouth of the carrier or trap. 
The cat should only have to stick its head inside to eat while keeping its body safely 
outside. 

• Push bowl into trap: Once they eat confidently at the entrance, push the bowl halfway 
into the carrier or trap.  

• Move bowl location to back: Gradually move the bowl all the way to the very back. 
At this stage, the cat must willingly put its entire body, including its tail, inside the 
enclosure to access the food.  
 

Important Note: if the cat refuses to eat at any point in these steps, move the food 
back to the previous successful location and progress more slowly.  

 

STEP 4: INTRODUCE THE DOOR (CARRIER ONLY) 
Once the cat is comfortably eating at the back of the carrier: 

• Touch the door: Gently touch or tap the carrier door while they eat so they get used 
to the sound and minor vibrations. 



 

Cat Guide: Trap, Neuter, Return  Page 3 of 3 

• Swing it slightly: Gently swing the door partially shut while they are eating, but do not 
latch it. Reopen it immediately before they finish so they never feel trapped. 

• Practice brief closures: Gradually close the door completely for five seconds while 
they eat, then 10 seconds, always opening it before they panic. 

 

Important Note: If using a humane cat trap, do not set or trigger the door during 
training, as the sudden closure can startle the cat and set back their progress. Only 

set the trap on the day of the surgery when you are ready to safety trap and transport 
the cat. 

STEP 5: SURGERY DAY 
On the morning of surgery:  

• Use high-value foods to ensure the cat enters carrier or trap. 

o Trap: Place the food inside the trap and set it before the cat approaches. 

o Carrier: Feed your cat as usual inside the carrier. Once your cat is fully inside 
and eating, quietly close the carrier door and secure. 

• After your cat is safely inside the carrier or trap, cover it with a towel or blanket to help 
reduce stress and keep them calm during transport. 

 

Important Note: If the cat is confined in a kennel or trap the night before surgery, 
keep the crate or trap indoors in a safe, quiet location as cats are vulnerable if left 

outside. 

 

You can also ask questions by emailing: tnr@edmontonhumanesociety.com or calling the 
Outreach Office at 780-229-2945. 

 

 

Find more free guides in our Pet Care Resource Hub at edmontonhumanesociety.com 
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