
                 SOCIALIZING TINY SPIRIT KITTENS – over 8 weeks of age 
 
Kittens over 8 weeks of age who’ve had no positive interaction with humans often take several weeks 
to socialize. When kittens are over 8 weeks they become more challenging to tame.  
 
The following guidelines are not hard fast rules. You may find that the kittens skip to advanced stages 
very quickly or you may find they follow a process of their own design. 
 
Goal: To spend approximately 2-3 weeks helping the kitten adjust to human contact and interactions 
and be able to tolerate handling in a new home and become friendly with her family. 
 
Housing location: The best place to socialize kittens is anywhere where the socializer can get on the 
same level and comfortably interact with the kitten without the kitten hiding out of reach. A dog crate 
large enough for food, water and a litter box can be set up in any room and has the added advantage 
of more frequent exposure to typical human activity if placed in a busy room of the house. Most 
bathrooms work well but they are isolated from continual household activity. A small room without 
hiding spots under couches and beds or behind furniture can also work if a dog crate is not an option. 
Radio and television sounds can contribute to getting outdoor ferals accustomed to the indoor 
environment. 

1. Time to adjust – Spend plenty of time with her and talk gently to her. Always move slowly and 
quietly so as not to frighten her - she will be jumpy at first. If she is extremely terrified you may 
want to give her 24-48 hours where you are just making your presence known but not touching 
her. This will allow her to see humans are not threatening. Remember that to the kitten you 
seem like a predator and the kitten could respond as if she’s fighting for her life. Go slow to 
avoid being bitten or scratched.  

2. First step - If the kitten is healthy, using the litter box, but will not eat in front of you, you can 
begin initial contact. Start off by using something other than your hand. A soft brush, a tooth 
brush or even a pencil will work well. This is partly for your safety and partly so the kitten feels 
less threatened with this first contact. While speaking in soft reassuring tones begin to stroke 
the kitten gently. The benefit of a brush is it imitates the grooming the kitten would get from 
mom and feels very comforting. Make these initial physical contacts brief but frequent. She 
may not respond at first because she’s so scared but you should quickly see her starting to 
relax. Subtle signs that you are making progress may be she starts: blinking, looking away, 
shifting positions, stretching or yawning. When you get any of these reactions that’s a positive 
note to end the short session on. Once you have the kitten purring from touch the battle is half 
won! 

3. Second step…Tough love – Never put tasty food down and walk away. As the kitten adjusts 
to humans she will begin to eat in your presence. Growing kittens have an insatiable appetite 
which will give them the courage to approach you and be touched when they might normally 
never allow you anywhere near them. Putting food down and walking away takes away any 
incentive for them to welcome you into their world. You can use this method with dry kibble as 
well but make sure you are offering smelly wet food or even chicken baby food. She should 
eventually start eating it with you in the room. Once she’s eating in your presence you can 
progressively pull the dish as close to you as possible and even work on petting her while 
she’s eating. Stay with the kitten until she has eaten and then take the food away with you 
when you leave. With this method you will need to offer food multiple times each day. She may 
not eat the first couple of times food is offered but delaying food for a short time will not hurt 



the kitten. Always leave water of course. Do NOT put food on your finger and offer to the 
kitten – this may result in a nasty bite if the kitten enthusiastically goes for the food. 

4. Progress - The order of step 1 & 2 is of no importance as long as she is improving on some 
level. Be flexible but don’t let her hold you hostage at the stage of her choice. “Get tough,” 
and make her work for everything.  

5. Approaching humans is key – Once she is used to eating near you or is responding to 
petting (purring/leaning into hand or brush), use that to lead her towards you. If the petting is 
seeing a faster response, make her come towards you and the reward for forward movement 
is more petting. If the food is seeing a better response you can try putting the dish in your lap 
and let her climb up onto you to eat.  

6. Preparation for lifting – Expand petting and touching around the head and shoulders by 
moving to touching the underbelly to desensitize her for being picked up. Also try nudging her 
from one side to the other while she is engrossed in eating. Just having your hands near her 
and gently moving her around is an important preparation to being picked up.  

7. Moving on the ground - Set up two dishes and gently scoot her the short distance from one 
dish to the other. If the kitten is engrossed in eating she won’t mind being lifted if it goes 
smoothly and quickly. If not, lure ‘em back, back up and start over.  

8. Picking them up – Start sitting on the floor. Have smelly food opened and ready before you 
try the first pick-up. Try it when she is engrossed in eating right next to you rather than 
scrambling after her on the run. Lift her under her chest with the food right in front of her. Hold 
her as loosely as possible onto your knees and eventually to your chest. Young kittens are 
often reassured if they feel the warmth of your body and can feel your heart beat when held 
against your chest. If it works you can try it up onto your knees and eventually standing up.  

9. Handling without food - After a good long session where the kitten(s) are very full and getting 
sleepy, try gentle petting and work up to holding and petting without the incentive of food being 
present. If this works you should be able to try it at other times between meals. It may be 
hardest just before feeding when the kitten is very hungry and confused and stressed by being 
held when she only has food on her mind.  

10. Interactive play – Most feral kittens are frightened by interactive play when first exposed to 
humans. There is no rule for when to introduce it, or when she will accept it, but the best way 
to start is with a toy which isn’t too threatening. A string or some toy that allows you to entice 
them from a distance allows them to get involved with your game without being face to face 
with you. Toys that make noise are not a good choice. You can leave access to toys at all 
times. 

11. Transitioning out of the crate – A small room like a bathroom works best for this step. A 
larger room may overwhelm a cautious kitten and cause a return to feral behavior. Bedrooms 
can be a problem. If the kitten becomes frightened and goes under the bed or a couch it can 
be difficult to get her to come out and stressful for her if you force her out. The room should be 
kitten proofed and the time out of the cage to explore and play should be supervised. Short 
sessions out and then she should return to the crate. Continue to work on her approaching you 
in the new big space…reward with what is most effective (food or petting). 

12. Transition to larger spaces -Before giving her access to the whole house, test her in as 
many situations as you can. Start with different rooms in the house where she can’t climb 
inside things like the couch and hide; also have different people in the room visiting her.  

TIPS: Some kittens will come around in a day or two and others may take weeks for a huge break 
through. Don’t be discouraged. The more frequently you work on training/desensitization sessions the 
faster the kitten will progress. A minimum of 10 sessions that last 2-3 minutes is required for decent 
progress…more is better. 

Save Baby Food (or whatever proves to be their favorite food) as a reward for new steps or to break 
through a plateau. Once a step has been mastered, only offer regular food as a reward for that step 



saving special treats for new territory. Remember the Mantra is “tough love”, make them work for the 
things they want. 

Focus all sessions on (A) desensitizing the kitten to handling and regular household activity, (B) 
teaching the kitten to approach humans and solicit attention, and (C) teaching the kitten the best 
things about being a “pet cat” are games, food and cuddling…all of which come from humans. 

Remember the kitten should be isolated from other animals – you want to teach her to become 
dependent on humans. She would prefer to bond with other animals and will choose just about any 
other creature over a human. Once she has mastered being out of a cage and not hiding you can 
slowly introduce her to other animals, but she should remain isolated the majority of the time. 

If you go more than 2 days without progress contact the adoption center for an alternate plan.  
 

413-781-4000 

If the kitten goes without eating for 24 hours contact the adoption center 413-781-4000 x105 


