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FELINE INAPPROPRIATE ELIMINATION  
 

 Feline house-soiling problems are among the most common behavioral problems encountered.  There are 

many reasons why cats eliminate outside of their litter box ranging from medical (e.g., urinary tract infections, 

kidney disease) to behavioral (urine marking, inappropriate urination/defecation).  A detailed history, physical 

exam, urinalysis and possibly bloodwork are important tools we use to determine the underlying cause, enabling 

us to select the most appropriate treatment option.  This handout concerns behavioral reasons for feline 

inappropriate elimination.  If the problem appears to be behavioral, there needs to be a distinction made between 

marking behavior and inappropriate urination/defecation.   

 

Urine marking (spraying) is a specific form of inappropriate elimination.  Urine marking is a normal form of 

communication among cats.  Though it is most common in intact (un-neutered) male cats, any male or female 

cat can spray.  Urine marking is often associated with a standing posture with cat’s hind legs straight and tail up.  

In addition the tail is usually quivering and the urine hits a vertical surface.  Treatment of urine marking 

involves trying to identify the stimulus and removing it if possible.  Urine marking may be due to territorial 

behavior, sexual behavior, reactive behavior or anxiety/stress.  Examples of stresses are:  moving to a new 

house, a new person or baby in the house, a new pet in the house, or a new cat in the neighborhood.  The targets 

for urine marking are often the perimeter of the territory or other socially significant items such as the owner’s 

clothes. 

 Any cats with urine marking behavior should be spayed or neutered.  In addition to removing the 

underlying stimulus for spraying, one can make the soiled area aversive by placing aluminum foil over the area.  

The environment can be treated with a facial pheromone (Feliway).  The soiled area should be cleaned with an 

enzymatic cleanser.  

 

Inappropriate urination/defecation (not related to urine marking) can occur due to litter box aversion, location 

aversion or substrate preference or location preference.  It is important to note where the eliminations are taking 

place and on what type of surface.  The goal is to make the litter box more attractive.  Cats are very individual 

and often have specific preferences. 

 

The golden rules of the Litter Box: 

 Scoop the litter boxes daily. Average, healthy cats will defecate once a day and urinate 2-3 times a day. 

Even with one cat and one litter box being cleaned daily, the cat is using a dirty box at least twice a day.  

 Scoopable litter is the easiest to clean and most often accepted by cats, though keep in mind other 

substrates (clay, clumping, crystals, recycled newspaper). If you recently changed substrates and the 

symptoms developed go back to previous substrate where the cat was using the litter box.  

 Uncovered litter box. Cats typically prefer open boxes.  

 Large litter box. Recent studies show that a box can be too small to be comfortable, but never too big. 

With aging cats or obese cats, maneuvering within a litter box can be difficult if too small.  

 There should be 1 litter box per cat plus one in the house hold. Example: 2 cats = 3 boxes. In addition, 

placing litter boxes next to each other is not recommended as cats tend to see it more as one box instead 

of two.  

 There should be at least 1 litter box on every floor to which the cat has access too. Stairs or other 

obstacles can pose challenging to cats who have arthritis and/or are overweight.  
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 Litter boxes should be placed in quiet, well lit areas. Try to avoid placing a litter box next to a washing 

machine or dryer. Even though cats see well in low light, they cannot see in complete darkness. 

Sometimes adding a night light near a litter box can resolve avoidance.  

 

 

Preferred Locations:     

If the cat seems to have a location preference and eliminates in one particular area, you can try placing  the 

litter box there for one week.  If the cat uses the litter box in the new area, then gradually  move the box a few 

inches every day closer to a location that is mutually desirable. 

 

Multi-cat Household: 

In some multiple cat households, there may be a conflict between two cats that can build to litter box 

avoidance. In these situations there is usually an aggressor (the cat who starts trouble). A collar with a bell can 

be placed on this cat to allow the other cat (or cats) the opportunity to avoid the aggressor. This is also 

demonstrates the importance of having open litter boxes, since the cat in the box can’t be snuck up on and 

disturbed.  

 

If there is no success with the above recommendations, you may need to consider confining the cat to a 

small area (e.g. bathroom) with food, water and a litter box.  This will limit the cat’s options and help force the 

cat to use the litter box.  Once the cat begins to use the box regularly, gradually give him more freedom.  

 

Unfortunately cat behavior is complicated and there are situations where behavior modification alone does 

not work.  At this point drug, consultation with a behavior specialist may be helpful. Anti-anxiety therapy may 

also need to be considered.  For some cats, medication dosages can be reduced or eliminated if the pet is 

responding; other cats may need long-term drug therapy.   

 

In summary, inappropriate elimination problems can be very frustrating.  It is important to distinguish 

between medical and behavioral causes, as the treatment strategies are different for each.  For cats with 

behavioral issues, it is also important to distinguish urine marking from inappropriate urination/defecation, as 

knowing the underlying cause may aid us in solving the problem. 


