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Cat Scratching Couch…Ask a Trainer 
By Nan Arthur, CDBC, CPDT, KPACTP 
 
Dear Readers, 
I have had several people ask about cats scratching, so I pulled this Ask a Trainer out of 
the archives to address the problem: 
 
Dear Trainer, 
How do I keep my cat from scratching the furniture?  We have tried squirt bottles, but 
unless we are there with the bottle, she scratches anyway.  We would appreciate you help. 
Signed,  
Shredded in San Diego 
 
Dear Shredded, 
Scratching furniture is a pretty common problem with cats, so you are not alone, and 
fortunately, there are lots of positive solutions that should help your cat learn to use her 
own scratching areas.  
 
Since you are finding out that aversive methods such as squirt bottles or shaker cans 
(cans with a few rocks or pennies inside) don’t work unless you are standing there, it’s 
time to put those away.  Punishment doesn’t teach your cat what you want or expect—at 
best, it will make her suspicious of you, and, at worse, these punishers often cause stress 
that can lead to other behavior problems such as inappropriate elimination or aggression.   
 
Be pro-active: 
Understanding a little more about cat behavior is the best way to be pro-active and 
approach this problem.  The first thing you need to know is why cats scratch in the first 
place.   
 
Many people believe cats scratch to sharpen their nails, which is a myth, but they do 
scratch to groom their nails and remove the pieces of nails that break and shed as new 
layers grow underneath.  It also just feels good to scratch. 
 
Cats also use scratching as a way to communicate.  Scratching surfaces like trees is a 
cat’s visual marker to tell other cats who is the “top cat” in the neighborhood, or who 
dropped by when the other cats were gone.   
 
Another form of communication for felines is scenting.  Cats have many scent glands on 
their bodies.  There are glands located in paw area so when a cat scratches sometimes 
they are also putting their scent on that surface.  Scratching furniture in areas where 
people hang out the most is often your cat’s way of saying I like being here with you.  
That’s why using punishment is a real bummer for your cat since the type of scratching 
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you are describing is your cat’s way of telling you she enjoys being with you and your 
family.  
 
Where should your cat scratch? 
It’s important that your cat has an appropriate scratching post (or two or three), but also 
that she has one that is located in the areas where you and your family spend the most 
time. 
 
Often just moving a scratching post into the family area (if possible, in front of the area 
where she has been scratching) eliminates the problem.  This gives your cat a way to 
“tell” the world that this is her territory and that life is good without upsetting the humans 
in her home.   
 
However, if moving the post doesn’t take care of the problem, it’s time to look at the type 
and surface of the post itself.  Unlike many things in our life, “One size doesn’t fit all,” 
when it comes to a cat’s preference for scratching.  Some cats like carpet, some like 
cardboard, and some will only scratch on wood or sisal rope.  One of my previous cats 
has a short piece of a 2 X 4 as her preferred scratching surface.   
 
Beyond the surface type, the direction of the post is also important.  Many cats prefer a 
vertical scratching post where they can stretch to scratch, others like a horizontal surface, 
and of course, there are those that like combinations of both. 
 
You may need to experiment around some to find the right surface to please your cat, but 
it will be worth spending a little on this now to save a couch later.  You can always 
donate the posts that didn’t work for your cat to a shelter or rescue group. 
 
There are many DIY posts, and lots of fun and fashionable manufactured ones as well.  
Check out Pinterest for ideas:  https://www.pinterest.com/explore/cat-scratching/?lp=true 
 
Whichever post or posts your cat prefers, using positive reinforcement is how you get 
your cat to reliably use it.  Reward your cat with petting, praise and/or a treat any time 
she goes near the scratching post.  You can also use catnip on the surface to encourage 
her to use it more often, and when she does, let her know it was a good thing to do by 
offering play, praise or food.   
 
Prevention: 
As you retrain your cat to use the scratching post instead of the couch, it’s important that 
you prevent her from going back to the old habits.  You can do this by using a product 
called Feliway which you spray on the surface where you don’t what her to scratch.  It is 
a pheromone spray that helps cats feel more relaxed and “fools” them into thinking they 
have already put their scent down where there is Feliway.   
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You can also use wide, two-sided tape on the surface where you don’t want your cat to 
scratch.  Cats don’t like to have sticky things on their feet, so they will avoid scratching 
there.  You can buy this at pet stores or the hardware stores as carpet tape. 
 
Finally, keeping your cat’s nails trimmed so she doesn’t feel the need to groom her nails 
is also a good preventive method, and there is also a product called Soft Paws that are 
nail caps that are glued over your cat’s nails to protect the surfaces where she might 
scratch.  Both trimming your cat’s nail and applying Soft Paws should be done slowly 
and made into a positive experience for your cat.  You can ask a trainer, a positive 
groomer or your vet how to trim your cat’s nails and/or apply the Soft Paws. 
 
Good luck!   
 
Nan Arthur, CDBC, CPDT, KPACTP 
www.beaconofhopedogs.com   


