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What is Feline Inappropriate Elimination?

Feline Inappropriate Elimination (FIE) is the number one feline behavior problem. It is the major reason people get rid of their cats. To be able to diagnose and treat FIE, you first need to understand normal feline elimination patterns.

Urination and Defecation

In normal feline elimination patterns, cats scratch and dig a hole with their forepaw. Cats then assume a very low squatting position while passing their urine. When done, cats will smell the area before covering the spot.

In normal defecation patterns, cats assume the same sequence of events as urination, but do not display as deep of a squat in order to accommodate the bulk of the feces.

Spraying

During spraying, cats assume a standing position and back up to a vertical object, with the tail held up stiffly. You will also see a tense, high-speed twitching of the tail as the urine pulsates onto the object. Cats will shift the weight on their hind limbs. The amount of urine passed is smaller than what is voided during urination.

Male cats spray as sexual behavior that is used to mark territory or to mark objects within that territory. Spraying is usually seen in male cats, but females and neutered cats can also mark in response to a perceived threat to their territory.

Starting at three to four weeks of age, possible problems associated with normal urination and defecation patterns are not burying the excrement and scratching and earth-raking. This is an instinctive behavior, which is initiated by smell and touch. Kittens will learn to use litter without seeing how the mother cat uses it. You should not teach kittens by taking them to the box and moving their paw. Many cats find this aversive.

Covering the excrement is not a learned behavior. The mother cat teaches it. Failure to bury is either because cats never learned how, or because they just don’t want to do it. Most owners just learn to accept and ignore it. They live with digging and eliminating in plants, which is usually seen with indoor/outdoor cats.

Correction of this behavior involves changing the availability of the soil. You can cover the inside soil with stones, stones, bark chips, foil, or mothballs. You can also put plants in another room and shut the door or try putting Snappy Trainers (by innovative Pet Products: 1-800-854-8800) in the dirt and around the plant. The snapping noise will scare off the cats.

Diagnosis of Feline Inappropriate Elimination

All normal cats will have the occasional accident, especially if the animal isn't feeling well. Do not automatically assume that house soiling is because of a behavioral problem! You must first rule out all possible medical causes.

Diabetic cats will sometimes spray because of bladder infections or Feline Urologic Syndrome. A large number of FIE cats have, or have had, urinary disease. Other possible medical causes can be kidney disease, liver disease, hyperthyroidism, arthritis, or back problems. Also associated with FIE are feline infectious peritonitis, feline leukemia, feline immunodeficiency virus, and dental disease.

Cats who defecate outside their box usually do so for medical reasons. Rule out parasites, anal gland disease, colitis, constipation, pancreatitis, and hyperthyroidism.

If it is determined that the problem is behavioral in nature, it is usually because of some kind of stress or frustration, and not because of jealously or spite. It may be difficult to figure out exactly what caused the behavior to start, or what triggers it to continue. Many times, there are multiple factors involved.

The history of the problem is an important clue in trying to discover the source of the frustration. Some general information is: where did the cat originally come from? Was the cat a stray, from a breeder, or from a private home? Has the cat ever used the litter box properly? Are you sure that the accused cat is actually the guilty one? In multi-cat households, you might have to separate the cats to find the culprit.

Do the accidents involve urine, stool or both? If stool only, there is usually a medical cause. If there is urine and stool, it might be a problem with the litter and/or the box. There might be too much odor (especially in covered boxes) or the disinfectants to clean are too strong. The results are painful eliminations, unacceptable litter, a box that’s too dirty, or a negative experience associated with the litter box. Negative experiences include the cat being punished while using the box, or while in the box, the cat is chased by dogs or small children.

How does the cat use the litter box? Does it bury the excrement? Is the cat a digger or an “in and outer?” Does the cat stand on the edge of the box? All of these traits point to a diagnosis of there being a problem with the box or with the litter.

If the cat consistently defecates in the box, but urinates elsewhere (or vice versa), the problem is probably an undesirable litter, litter box, or box location. Consider the cat’s need for greater privacy. The cat might have developed a new surface preference (for example, carpets or tile floors). With your veterinarian, reconsider the possibility of a medical problem, (especially Feline Urologic Syndrome).

Location Problems

The problems of location include the possibility of access to the box accidentally being blocked. Has the litter box suddenly been moved to a new location? If you must move the box, move it only a couple of inches each day. Is the litter box too far away from the normal activities of the cat? A third-story bedroom or basement may be too far away for a cat that stays mostly on the main floor. Ideally, the litter box should be located on the same floor as where the cat spends most of its time.

You may need to put out one box per floor, especially in multi-cat households. Is the box in a quiet and private area? Always keep the box away from dogs and small children, away from furnaces and washing machines, and not in a busy bathroom.

Does the cat use the floor for urination or does the cat use the wall for spraying? What type of surface is being used for what? Are there different substances used for urine versus stool? For example, does the cat use tiles, sinks, or carpet? If the cat is urinating on top of specific items (for example, clothes, bed, or chairs), consider it an anxiety-motivated problem. This one is hard to diagnose, especially if it happens only occasionally.

You would probably expect to see other behavioral changes as well, such as hiding, avoidance, aggression or changes in temperament. It might help to keep a log of your cat’s behavior.

Litter Problems

How do you clean the litter box? What do you clean it with? How often do you remove the urine and feces? How often do you change the litter? How many litter boxes do you have? Ideally, you should have one box per cat.

The problems with the type of litter are either scented litter or litter developed for humans instead of cats. Most cats are repelled by strong perfumes. Do you change the type and/or brand of litter too often? Most cats will not accept abrupt changes. Any change in litter should be made slowly over several weeks.

How to Punish a Cat

If done improperly, punishment will increase your cat's stress and anxiety, which will make things much worse. You should never physically punish a cat by grabbing the cat or shoving the cat’s nose in the spot of the accident. If you catch the cat in the act, it should be punished remotely.

Catching a cat in the act is very hard to do, so use “creative sabotage.” Hide behind something and blast the cat with a squirt gun. Make no other noise. Throw something near the cat, such as a rolled up pair of socks. Your cat will learn to associate the punishment with behavior and not with you. If the cat learns to associate the punishment with you, the bond between the two of you will disintegrate.

Never punish a cat if fear or anxiety is a component of the problem. And, never punish the cat if you find the accident after the fact (more than a few seconds after it happens). In this case, just act as if it didn't happen and clean up the mess out of sight and earshot of the cat. Do your cussing while the cat isn't present.

Treatment of Inappropriate Elimination and Urination

Make sure you keep the litter box as clean as possible. Use clay-based litters. Scoop the feces and stir urine twice a day. Throw out and refill the litter one to two times a week at a minimum. In tough cases, you might need to throw out the litter every day.

After throwing out the litter, clean the litter box with warm water and plain soap. Do not use strong disinfectants. If you want to kill odors, rinse the box with a 50-50 solution of white vinegar and water. Let the box air-dry.

If you use clumping-type of litter, scoop out feces and urine balls twice daily. Throw out the litter in a garbage bag every week so you can clean the litter boxes, and then add fresh litter as needed. Replace the total amount of litter every three to four weeks. 

Find a brand and type of litter that works best for your cat and then stick with it, regardless if some other brand goes on sale or is given to you.

Ideally, you should use the plainest litter you can find with the least amount of dust and perfumes. If litter-box problems started after a switch from clay-based to clumping litter, (or vice versa), then go back to using the old type.

Remove the hoods from covered litter boxes. Using a covered box is like using a portable potty in 90-degree weather after a couple hundred other people have used it! All the hood does is trap odors. Also, the hoods might not allow enough room for a cat's head when it squats. Hoods might also make it hard for older cats to maneuver.

Cleaning the Site of Accidents

If the cat soils an area outside of the litter box, make sure you clean the area by doing the following:
· Scrub the area with warm water and plain soap. 

· Do not use bleach or other ammonia-based products. Urine and feces contain large amounts or ammonia, so these types of compounds only serve to attract the cat back to the spot. 

· For carpets, be sure you clean deep enough to reach the underlying pad. 

· To chemically mask the odor, follow up with a 50-50 mixture of warm water and white vinegar. In this author’s experience, this treatment works best. 

· Alternative compounds are strong perfumes, citrus odors, and one of the many “odor neutralizers” available in pet stores. 

· Be sure to soak all porous surfaces well. Repeat periodically. 

· Place bars of Safeguard soap in strategic areas. 

· Prevent the cat from reusing the spot. Once the area is dry, place something on it to discourage the cat and to change the significance of the spot. 

· When covering a spot, be sure you do so generously. If the spot is a foot or two wide, cover it with something at least 4- to 6-feet wide. If your cat just goes to another spot, follow the same cleaning procedure with each spot. 

· Use a plastic carpet runner with the “teeth” side up. 

· Use a plastic pad to protect carpets from the wheels of swivel chairs. Use thick plastics. Cats like to urinate on thinner plastic. Try to find and use double-sided carpet layer's tape. 

Other Tips and Tricks

There are ways of ensuring a good relationship with your cat that has FIE. Use “creative sabotage” to allow both you and the cat to use a room together without straining your relationship.
· Cats usually won't eliminate where there's food, so use aluminum foil underneath dishes of food. 

· Use “Snappy Trainer” (from Innovative Pet Products, 1-800-854-8800). When it trips, it makes a loud noise that scares the cat off of the wrong surface. 

· Move furniture and close doors. 

· Leave an inch or two of water in sinks or tubs. 

· Get scratching posts and toys. 

· Prevent your cat from scratching and initiating the elimination sequence. Experiment with several techniques, alone or in combination, to find out which one works best. Give each method at least a week to see if it will help. Use any successful method for several months before gradually changing it. 

· If your cat is eliminating along the wall of a room, put a carpet runner or plastic along the walls. If the cat shifts to the center, cover up the whole room. 

· Keep all stress to a minimum. 


After a few weeks of success, start taking off the plastic carpet runner in the areas where the cat is left alone, and then work slowly toward the trouble spots. This is a sort of chess game between you and your cat. Success comes from you outlasting an outmaneuvering the cat.

Remember, there is no such thing as an overnight success! It is a question of controlling the problem. It takes twice as long for a cat to unlearn a behavioral problem as it does to learn it. No one can and should expect 100% success at all times.

Summary of Treatment

To summarize the different ways of living with a cat that displays symptoms of FIE, remember to follow these methods of treatment:
· Add more litter boxes, if needed. Ideally, have one box per cat. 

· You should place boxes on the same floor where the cat spends most of its time. 

· Many cats prefer to urinate in one box and defecate in another, so sometimes adding more than one box per cat helps. 

· Create more privacy. 

· Keep away dogs, young children, and other people from the litter-box area as much as possible. You might need to use baby gates or pet doors to block off areas. Or, you might have to relocate boxes (slowly) to a quieter area. 

· Put the litter box in a location that is convenient to the cat, and not to you. 


Confinement and Co-existing

It is not a good idea to confine your cat. If you confine a cat too much, your cat will become more stressed and frustrated. Some cats are extremely sensitive to changes in their environment. They will soil the house in response to even minor changes. You need to try to keep things as consistent as possible.

If a situation occurs that will cause stress to the cat, such as small children or a party in your home, confine the cat with a litter box and food and water (keep the food and water on the opposite end of room from the litter box) and monitor the situation for awhile. You might need to use anti-anxiety medication or other behavioral modification techniques that desensitize the cat.

Whenever you are out of the house or at nighttime, you might have to confine the cat or cats, however, 24-hour confinement is not recommended. Cats must be allowed to live in the house with you.

Litter Testing

When cats soil multiple spots or won't use the litter box despite improved cleanliness and location, keep doing spot treatments on the soiled areas, and put out two or more litter boxes, depending on the number of cats. Fill one box with a plain clay litter and then try filling the other with a variety of alternative litter or substrate.

First, empty the box (prop up one end a little so the cat won't get its feet wet) and then try using cloth strips, a piece of carpet, newspaper, dirt, sand, cedar chips, and a variety of litters. Allow three days for each different substrate, and record which one the cat likes best for which type of elimination (stool vs. urine).

Getting the cat back in the litter box is what counts, no matter what the final substrate is. Some cats just hate litter – period! Contact your veterinarian in one week to discuss the results of the litter testing.

You can try to build a carpet-covered platform around the litter box to encourage cats with a carpet (instead of litter) preference. Forget about “toilet training.” It’s better to use an acceptable litter box substrate and routine than it is to try and teach a cat where and when to go.

Spraying Diagnosis and Treatment

Since the causes of spraying are different than FIE, due to the method of urination, you must handle it a little differently. Spraying is a marking behavior that is used when an animal senses stress within its territory. It is commonly associated with a perceived intrusion into the cat's territory.

With a new cat, spraying can happen all over the house. With a new person in the house, the cat marks the area or objects associated with the new person. If a cat sees stray cats outside, your cat will mark near the doors and windows. Indoor/outdoor cats can get so over-stimulated while they are outside that they spray when they come in the house.

The incidences of spraying increase in multi-cat households because there are likely to be too few undisturbed resting places for the number of cats. The frustration caused by this lack of privacy and space increases the likelihood of spraying.

Treatment for Spraying

The treatment for spraying involves both altering the cat's exposure to the inciting stimulus and altering the cat's response to the stimulus. However, there are no magic cures. You might have to try several approaches to stop a cat from spraying.
· If the cat isn't neutered or spayed, get it done as soon as possible. 

· Any new cat should be confined to a room with food and a litter box. 

· Give a new cat time to adjust to the new house and smells of other cats without confrontations by confining it to a room or area. 

· Give resident cats time to adjust to the smell and sound of the new cat without confrontations. 

· After several days, open the doors in the house so the cats can find each other. 

· Keep the new cat’s litter box and food in the room for a while so it can serve as a safe haven. 

· Cats that spray near a door or window usually respond to outdoor cats roaming near the house. Close curtains or pull down the shades. Block access to the door or window. Use some “creative sabotage” techniques. 

Use one of these methods to keep strays and outdoor cats away from the house:
· Motion detectors with alarms. 

· Balloons set to pop if a cat brushes up against them. 

· Snappy Trainers near windows and doors. 

· Squirt with a garden hose. 

· Remove bird feeders and garbage. 

· Use a commercial pet repellant. 

Use these methods for cats that spray with the arrival of a new person or a new house:
· Temporarily confine the cat in a room by itself.
Let the cat come to the new person. Don't force it to be sociable. 

· Cats that spray after moving to a new house also respond to a short period of confinement (like you'd do for bringing in a new cat). 

· Use an “L-shaped” litter pan. This is a good tool for retraining the spraying cat. Put a second box at a 90-degree angle to the first, so they form an L shape. With this configuration, urine is confined to the pan (box) and not deposited on an inappropriate surface. Clean all accidents as soon as possible. 


Treatment Failures of Feline Inappropriate Elimination

Some of the causes in failure to treat FIE are misdiagnosis (failure to recognize a medical cause), punishment, or too much confinement. In addition, there can be a failure to identify the cat’s preferred litter, failure to properly identify the offending cat(s), owner compliance, or failure to identify the contributing problems.

If all treatment fails, you can work with your veterinarian to try using drug therapy. However, drugs should not be considered as a magic cure. They should be used to relieve anxiety and frustration to the point where behavioral therapy can work more effectively, but they will not solve substrate or location problems.

One of the most commonly used drugs by veterinarians is Valium. With this drug, 75% of the cats treated reduce or stop inappropriate elimination. However, Valium is no longer considered to be the drug of choice. Recent reports of using Valium have revealed severe and fatal liver disease in cats. If used, it should be given in low doses so there won’t be any problems with a cat becoming addicted.

The response to various drugs differs with each cat. Some other drugs that are used by veterinarians are Amitriptylline (Elavil), a Tricyclic antidepressant, and Buspirane (BuSpar). The drug BuSpar is now considered to be the drug of choice to treat spraying. With this drug, 55% of cats will stop spraying after a couple of months. There is no rebound anxiety after slow withdrawal. There is, however, a possibility of increased aggression and agitation.

Another method used is hormones, such as Ovaban. However, this method is no longer recommended due to the possibility of severe side effects, such as breast cancer, diabetes, and metabolic disturbances.

Neutering is the best way to stop a male cat from spraying. If not done so already, 90% of neutered male cats will stop spraying. Only 5% of spayed female cats will spray, but in some of these cases, there have been found remnants of the ovaries being left behind after being spayed. If a female cat’s spraying is cyclic, there is a good chance that this is the cause.

Facts and References That Deal with FIE

The first fact is to rule out all medical causes. The second rule is to be patient, and not give up! Here are some references that all deal with Feline Inappropriate Elimination.
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