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Cats: Destructive Scratching

Although some people think a cat’s scratching behaviour is a reflection of her distaste for a couch’s
upholstery, a not-so-subtle hint to open the drapes, or a poorly conceived Zorro impersonation, the fact
IS that cats scratch objects in their environment for many perfectly normal reasons.

Why Do Cats Scratch?

Cats scratch for many reasons, including:
e To remove the dead outer layer of their claws.
e To mark their territory by leaving both a visual mark and a scent—they have scent glands on
their paws.
e To stretch their bodies and flex their feet and claws.
e To work off energy.

Because scratching is a normal behaviour and one that cats are highly motivated to display, it’s
unrealistic to try to prevent them from scratching. Instead, the goal in resolving scratching problems is to
redirect the scratching onto acceptable objects.

Training Your Cat to Scratch Acceptable Objects

You must provide objects for scratching that are appealing, attractive, and convenient from your cat’s
point of view. Start by observing the physical features of the objects your cat is scratching. The answers
to the following questions will help you understand your cat’s scratching preferences:

e Where are they located? Prominent objects, objects close to sleeping areas, and objects near the

entrance to a room are often chosen.

e What texture do they have—are they soft or coarse?

e What shape do they have—are they horizontal or vertical?

e How tall are they? At what height does your cat scratch?

Now, considering your cat’s demonstrated preferences, substitute similar objects for her to scratch
(rope-wrapped posts, corrugated cardboard, or even a log). Place the acceptable object(s) near the
inappropriate object(s) that she’s already using. Make sure the objects are stable and won’t fall over or
move around when she uses them.
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Cover the inappropriate objects with something your cat will find unappealing, such as double-sided
sticky tape, aluminum foil, sheets of sandpaper, or a plastic carpet runner with the pointy side up. Or you
may give the objects an aversive odour by attaching cotton balls containing perfume, a muscle rub, or
other safe yet unpleasant substances. Be careful with odours, though, because you don’t want the nearby
acceptable objects to also smell unpleasant.

When your cat is consistently using the appropriate object, it can be moved very gradually (no more than
three inches each day) to a location more suitable to you. It’s best, however, to keep the appropriate
scratching objects as close to your cat’s preferred scratching locations as possible.

While many cats enjoy being outside where they can hunt prey and explore their surroundings, it’s a
myth that going outside is a requirement for feline happiness. Playing regularly with a cat easily satisfies
her stalking instinct, keeps her stimulated, and provides the exercise she needs to stay healthy and
happy. In fact, the indoor cat who gets lots of attention and playtime is likely happier than the indoor-
outdoor cat who is generally ignored by her human companions.

Here are some tips for safely confining your cat and making the great indoors an interesting, feline-
friendly environment that meets all of your cat’s needs.

e Start young. Kittens who are kept indoors usually show no desire to venture outside when they
grow up.

e Provide a screened porch or other safe way for your cat to experience the outdoors. Consider
building or purchasing a “cat fence” or similar enclosure. Such an enclosure can allow your cat
to experience all the pleasures of the great outdoors without the risks. However, a fence may not
prevent animals from entering your yard, so you should always be present when you allow your
cat outside. And be sure to cat-proof the yard by checking that the fence has no escape routes and
by making toxic plants, garden chemicals, and other dangerous objects inaccessible.

e If you live in a peaceful neighborhood in which you can walk without encountering loose dogs,
consider buying a harness and training your cat to walk on a leash. This training takes time and
patience, for both you and the cat, and it’s easiest when your cat is young. Some cats can even be
trained to sit on your lap while you are on the deck or patio, or harnessed and tied to a stationary
object to enjoy the outdoors while you are gardening nearby (but be sure to never leave you cat
alone while she is tied to a stationary object).

e Install a perch near a sunny window; padded perches can be purchased at many pet supply stores
or through catalog retailers. Another option is an enclosure that sits in a window frame (much
like an air conditioning unit) and provides a secure space in which your kitty can “hang out”.
Larger options are available that attach to the side of a house or ground-floor apartment patio.
It’s best to allow your cat access to these when someone is home to supervise.

e Buy aready-made cat tree (often called a “kitty condo”).
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