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Instinct Trumps Training 
Responding instead of reacting 

By JT (Jerry) Fest 
 

The very essence of instinct is that it’s followed independently of reason 
~ Charles Darwin 

 
 
Being a cat person, I was a bit nervous when I happened upon a place called Great Cats World Park while driving 
through southern Oregon’s Illinois Valley. I hate zoos and can’t stand to see cats mistreated, so I almost drove by. But 
something compelled me to pull in, and I’m really glad I did. 
 
All the cats there are rescued from zoos … no cats are taken from the wild. They are well cared for and well loved, and 
they love their caretakers in return. Seeing the relationship between the cats and the people who care for them was really 
heartwarming, and visitors get to see the cats in a way you’d never see them in any zoo. You stand a few feet away from 
them and they are trained to respond to their caretakers to allow you to witness their natural predatory behavior. I 
learned that most pictures of big cats that you see, as well as most of the big cats that you see in the movies, are the cats 
that you’ll meet here. If you’re ever in the Illinois Valley, a stop here is highly recommended. 
 
But here’s the thing; as much as the staff loves the cats, and as strong as the relationship is between the cats and the 
staff, these cats remain wild, predatory animals. The main trainer there, a man named Craig, is obviously loved by the 
cats … I witnessed him scratching the chin of a 480 pound lion like it was a house kitten … yet he has also spent hours 
in surgery as a result of encounters with these cats that went very bad. Our tour guide explained it like this: you have to 
be at the top of your game when you’re with the cats, because in their environment, they see you either as their equal or 
their prey. While the cats are highly trained, if you make a mistake, their instinct will trump their training every time. 
 
There’s a lesson here for youth workers. Instinct trumps training. It’s true for cats, and it’s true for us. You can go to all 
the trainings in the world, but when push comes to shove, when you are in a high stress situation, you will react more 
from your instincts than you will from your training. Fortunately, there is one thing that separates us from being slaves to 
our instincts as are the cats. We can think. We can be self-aware. In other words, while we probably can’t change our 
instincts, we can be aware of them. And if we are aware of them, we can choose to respond differently. 
 
Because of my life experience, I instinctually react to physical posturing. At the first sign of posturing, my instinct is to 
withdraw or to escalate. It is a physical reaction that I actually feel. This reaction served me well in the past … but it does 
not serve me well working with street-dependent youth who physically posture at the drop of a hat. Fortunately, I’m not 
a cat. I can be aware of my instincts and choose to respond rather than to react. I can recognize my instinct and choose to 
use my training instead. 
 
In the cat world, instinct trumps training every time. In the human world, instinct trumps training every time you’re 
unaware of what your instincts are. That’s one of the great challenges of good youth work; we need to spend as much (or 
even more) time learning about ourselves as we do learning about our clients. 
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