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Litter Box Training


Introduction

As a potential or existing cat owner, one of the more prominent questions about ownership centers around the litter box.  For indoor or indoor/outdoor cats, their time inside demands the availability of the litter box as one of their basic needs.  Similar to how food and water must be available on a daily basis, the litter box will most certainly be used routinely and must be available.  To ensure that the cat will always use the litter box while indoors, the owner must ensure that the cat is properly trained and sometimes corrected about proper litter box use.  The thing to keep in mind is that cats are generally very receptive to the use of a litter box.  However, there are some basic rules for the litter box to keep the cat happily using the box.


Litter Box Training

There are quite a few questions that should be considered related to the litter box in your home for your cat.  To support correct litter box use, owners must consider topics such as the number of litter boxes in the house, the location of the litter box(es), the type/size of the litter box(es), and the type of litter to use.


Number of Litter Boxes

The correct number of litter boxes for your home is dependent on the home’s environment.  For example, if the home is quite large, then the owner should have a couple of litter boxes to provide adequate options for the cat that are spaced throughout the home.  A good rule of thumb is to ensure that there is at least one litter box per floor of your home.  Another consideration of your home should be the number of cats that live in the home.  To be safe, there should be at least one litter box per cat within the household.  In general, an extra litter box beyond the one-per-cat number of litter boxes is usually a good idea to accommodate cats that do not like to use the same litter box for all of their activities.


Location of the Litter Box

The location of the litter boxes is very important for ensuring a cat’s proper use of the box.  As with humans, cats prefer to have privacy while attending to their business.  The placement of a litter box in a quieter location that is free of loud noises, human traffic, and other animals will allow for the cat to feel safe while in the litter box.  If the household contains both cats and dogs, also ensure that the dogs do not have access to the location of the litter box.  This can cause problems with the cat’s use of the litter box and also can cause health problems for the dog, such as intestinal issues, if the dog decides to venture to the litter box.  To prevent a dog from gaining access to the location, a child gate can be used either directly on the floor or leaving a gap between the gate and the floor to allow the cat access but not the dog.


Type and Size of the Litter Box

The type and size of the litter box is also important to ensure a cat’s use of the box.  There are multiple different types of litter boxes, from tray to covered to self-cleaning.  Some cats may be more likely to use a tray litter box that allows them to view their surroundings while others may be more likely to use a covered box that provides them more privacy.  If purchasing an initial litter box, a covered box with a detachable cover that leaves just the tray will allow for you to try out both styles to find what fits your cat.  This also makes the covered style litter box easier to clean.  If you are considering a self-cleaning litter box, keep in mind that not all cats will like to use this style of litter box.  The self-cleaning action can be noisy and between the movement and the noise, a cat may be discouraged from using the litter box.

As for the size of the litter box, it is very important to ensure that the box is sized appropriately for your cat.  Obviously, a kitten will not require as much space as a full-grown cat.  The larger the cat, the larger the litter box will need to be to provide them enough space to feel comfortable.  One thing to keep in mind is that if you have a smaller litter box for a younger cat, then you will need to upgrade to a larger box as the cat grows larger.


Cleanliness of the Litter Box

The cleanliness of a litter box may determine by itself whether or not a cat will use the box.  Cats are typically very neat and clean animals.  They will only use a litter box if it meets their standard of cleanliness.  Typically, litter boxes should be cleaned of waste daily with a full cleaning of the entire box once a week.  If the box itself or the litter is dirty, the cat will most likely not use the litter box.  When cleaning the shell of the litter box, avoid the use of strong or fragrant cleaners that may leave a residual odor.  This odor may also prevent the cat from using the litter box.  A tip to avoid having such a large mess in the bottom of the litter box is to use a litter box liner.  Please note that not all cats like the presence of liners.  Be certain to change the litter in the box as frequent as needed to ensure it stays clean enough for the cat to use.  If possible, using less litter (approximately 2 inches) in the litter box and changing it more frequently is best.


Type of Litter

In general, cats tend to prefer litter that is similar in consistency to that of sand or soil.  However, the type of litter to suit a particular cat is also a personal preference for each cat.  There are many different brands and types of cat litter, some scented and some not.  Most cats will prefer unscented cat litter over scented cat litter.  The two major categories of litter are clumping and non-clumping.  Clumping litter is generally more accepted by cats than non-clumping litter due to the consistency of the clumping litter.  To determine which type of litter is the best fit for your cat, try a few of the options.


Dos and Don’ts

Here are a few helpful reminders when working with your cat and the litter box…
 
Dos
· Introduce the cat to the litter box immediately upon arrival to the household
· Place the litter box in a “private” location for the cat
· Choose the appropriate type and size litter box for your cat
· Clean the litter box regularly (remove waste, change litter, clean container, etc)
· Place the litter box away from dogs and small children
· Promptly clean up accidents with an enzyme cleaner to avoid the cat continuing to use that area
· Wash your hands after having contact with cat waste

Don’ts
· Do not place the litter box next to the cat’s food or water
· Do not locate the litter box in an area where the cat could feel cornered by another animal
· Do not clean the litter box if you are pregnant
· Do not flush cat litter that is not bio-degradable down the toilet


Additional Resources
· http://www.cathealth.com/inappropUrine.htm
· http://www.catinfo.org/litterbox.htm  
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For more information about cats available for adoption, please visit the Montgomery County SPCA web site at www.mcspca.org.
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