
 

 

 

Why Do Cats Scratch? 

Adapted from original article posted at www.humanesociety.org/resources/cats-destructive-scratching 

The fact is that cats scratch objects in their environment for many perfectly normal reasons: to 
remove the dead outer layer of their claws, to mark their territory by leaving a visual mark and 
a scent (they have scent glands on their paws), to stretch their bodies and flex their feet and 
claws, and to work off energy.  Because scratching is a normal behavior, 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: 

 Where are they located?  Prominent objects, objects close to sleeping areas, and objects 
near the entrance to a room are often chosen. 

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

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

 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. 

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 odor by attaching cotton balls containing 
perfume, a muscle rub, or other safe yet unpleasant substance.  Be careful with odors, though, 
because you don’t want the nearby acceptable object 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. 

 



 

 

 

Don’t remove the unappealing covering or odors from the inappropriate objects until your cat is 
consistently using the appropriate objects in their permanent location for several weeks, or 
even a month.  They should then be removed gradually, not all at once.   

How to Trim Your Cat’s Claws 

If possible, start training your cat to have her claws trimmed as a kitten.  Gently stroke your 
cat’s paws often, getting her used to having her paws held before you attempt trimming.  Be 
sure to reward your cat with a special food or treat—one that she receives only during claw 
trimming or some other grooming procedure—during or immediately after trimming.  The best 
time to trim your cat’s claws is when she is relaxed or sleepy.  Never try to give a pedicure right 
after a stressful experience or an energetic round of play. 

Your cat should be resting comfortably on your lap, the floor, or a table.  Hold a paw in one 
hand and press a toe pad gently to extend the claw.  Notice the pink tissue (the quick) on the 
inside of the claw.  Avoid the quick when you trim the claw; cutting into it will cause pain and 
bleeding.  Remove the sharp tip below the quick (away from the toe), clipping about halfway 
between the end of the quick and the tip of the claw.  If your cat becomes impatient, take a 
break and try again later.  Even if you can clip only a claw or two a day, eventually you’ll 
complete the task.  Because cats do little damage with their claws and do a good job of keeping 
them trim themselves (by chewing them) many cat owners never clip the rear claws.  Others 
trim their cats’ rear claws three or four times a year or have them done by their veterinarian or 
a professional groomer. 

If you accidentally clip into the quick, don’t panic.  The claw may bleed for a moment, but it will 
usually stop very quickly.  Soothe your cat by speaking softly to her and stroking her head.  If 
the bleeding hasn’t stopped after a minute or so, touch a styptic pencil to the claw end or pat 
on styptic powder to help staunch the bleeding. 

How often you need to clip your cat’s claws depends somewhat on how much of the tip you 
remove, but usually a clipping every ten to fourteen days will suffice.  If your cat absolutely 
refuses to allow you to clip her claws, get help from your veterinarian or a professional 
groomer.   

Special claw trimmers are available from veterinarians or pet supply stores, but the sharp nail 
clippers for humans work just as well. 



 

 

 

 


