Spraying queens! 
- Is there ANY real solution to soaked toasters and soggy curtains?           
 

Urination around the home is the number one problem that I am called out to see. 
Constant urine smell is understandably difficult to tolerate and sadly often leads to the 
re-homing of a cat.  
However, as with most feline behavioural cases, there is a reason as to why a cat 
sprays. Identifying the cause can greatly help you in finding the right solution to the 
problem.
 

What Is Spraying?
 

We first need to know why cats would spray in the first place, is it a normal part of feline 
behaviour? Is it abnormal when acted within a domestic situation? 
 

The domestic cat is a highly social creature, using all senses to communicate to other 
cats around them. With an acute sense of smell, olfactory communication is essential to 
normal feline behaviour[1].  Through rubbing, scratching, urine spraying and maddening, 
cats will detect pheromones by sniffing or Flehmen which activates the vomeronasal 
(Jacobson's) organ[2].
 

 It is characterised by the cat's behaviour of backing up to the vertical surface of an 
object in a standing position with its tail lifted vertically, directing a small amount of urine 
in a fine spray between the back legs, accompanied by an intense quivering movement 
of the tip of the tail, one or both hind feet may briefly leave the ground[3].  Spray marking 
behaviour is usually orientated to specific objects that are visually significant, commonly 
hitting a vertical surface approximately 1-2 feet from the ground[4].
 

Spraying is a strategy that has been evolved to enable clear communication to any 
passing cats, mapping territory and providing vital information about themselves. As well 
as being extremely useful for avoiding confrontation, this behaviour helps with the 
mating process and regulates hunting behaviour within the area[5].  

 

This behaviour must not be confused with any other form of urination within the home 
such as non-spray marking, litter tray aversion or medical causes. Non-spray marking, 
creating small puddles in hidden locations, behind furniture or on shoes, will be 
discussed in January’s feature. 
 

Spraying – Is It Sex-Related?
 

Spraying behaviour, although occurring at higher frequency in toms and queens, has 
now been shown to not be completely dependant on sexual hormones alone with 10% 
of males and 5% of females spraying even after neutering. This is down to the role of 
the brain, where behaviours are driven not only through hormones but through 
instinctually ‘hardwired’ mechanisms within the brain[6].
 

Whilst spraying is usually associated with a normal behaviour, securing his or her social 
presence in an area, it can still become abnormal, occurring as a result of either 
threatened or direct aggression from other cats. 
 

When Does Spraying Become Abnormal?
 

Whilst spraying is usually associated with a normal behaviour, securing his or her social 
presence in an area, it can still become abnormal, occurring as a result of either 
threatened or direct aggression from other cats. 
 

If under threat the cat will shrink his or her territory, choosing a smaller space that can be 
controlled rather than a large, vulnerable space[7]. As the feline is territorial, this space 
is of great importance to the domestic cat. Spraying in smaller territories, i.e. choosing 
to spray inside the home, therefore indicates abnormalities of behaviour due to 
heightened stress responses.
 

A cat will spray to communicate his desire not to confront or become involved in any 
conflict. The most common reasons for spraying is competition and territorial disputes 
between cats in multi-cat households, moving to a new house, arrival of a new baby or 
another pet and situations where the cat feels unsafe and insecure so it may feel the 
need to 'reinforce' its 'territory'.
 

What Can We Do?
 

Firstly, your cat should have a health check to make sure there is no underlying medical 
condition causing its behaviour as it is possible the cat has cystitis or some other 
elimination problem. 
 

If your cat is unable to have access to the outdoors at all, and is being used for 
breeding, the problem is simply that the cat is not in an environment where he/she is 
able to act out normal behaviours as you would like, adopting normal hormonal spraying 
around the periphery of his or her territory for mating purposes. With such a case, 
unless management can allow for spraying to occur outdoors as it would normally, this 
behaviour will be hard to modify.
 

However as so commonly spraying occurs as a result of underlying abnormalities, there 
is plenty that can be done for such cases. 
 

To cover the possibility of litter-tray misuse, ensure that you have provided each cat of 
the household with one thoroughly cleaned again with a non-ammonia based cleanser, 
deep litter box with a natural based substrate. There should also be one additional box 
for the household.
 

STEP ONE: Identify all Triggers to this Behaviour
 

This will include both the initial stressor or reason that initiated the behaviour, as well as 
the learning of specific triggers since onset (i.e. see toaster and remember the act of 
spraying from yesterday)
 

Possible reasons for the onset of the behaviour could include…
 

· The arrival of a new cat, dog or person in the family, or bereavement.
· Changes in the home area such as furniture or new carpets. Disruptions such as building work or redecoration.
· Installations of a cat flap, which can make the cat, feel insecure indoors.
· Scent of old sprayed upon areas – so clean soiled areas thoroughly using a non ammonia based cleanser as well as surgical spirits. Ammonia based products could stimulate spraying as urine also contains ammonia.
 

 

It is useful to make a note of the following:
 

 

· When did the problem first occur?
· Which people or other animals are normally present in the house? 
· What are they doing before, during and after the problem occurs?
· Are there any other behaviour problems in the cat or its feline housemates?
· Is it receiving any medical treatment?
· Does it have free access to outside? 
· Where does it eat and sleep, how much time is spent interacting with humans and feline companions? 
· How are the marks cleaned?
 

 

STEP TWO: Remove Stress-Related Triggers from the Environment
 

The initial aim of treatment will be to reduce the perceived threat to the cat and make it 
feel more secure in its core territory, thus reducing arousal levels to remove the need to 
scent mark.
 

Commonly the problem is rooted in social difficulties, whereby a particular cat is ‘bottom 
of the pile’ in terms of social hierarchical structure. If you have more cats and they don't 
get along, you should initially separate them to eliminate this factor and cease spraying 
as soon as possible. 
 

Once stabilised, you will be able to gradually reintroduce them in situations that create 
positive associations calmly.
 

If you have an aggressive cat within the household I would advise that you consult a 
behaviourist to work with yourself and your veterinarian, resolving this will be key to the 
spraying cat feeling secure and safe within the home.
 

You should never punish your cat, picking him up to go to the litter tray, rubbing its nose 
in the smell or water-pistol use for example. This will most certainly worsen the problem, 
heightening anxiety levels.
 

STEP THREE: Consider the Learning Element 
 

After removing stress-related causes from the situation, it will be a matter of counter-
conditioning the cat to previously associated triggers, using a gradual re-introduction 
programme under supervision with a behaviourist. The severity of this factor will depend 
on how long the behaviour has been occurring for, if the at has seen the toaster and 
sprayed at it every day for ten years, he will have deeper ‘hardwiring’ within the brain 
than a cat who has sprayed on the toaster once.
 

 

Other Cats  → Instability / threat / fear → Shrink space and ‘protect it’ through spraying
 

Spraying  → Internal relief / ‘feels good’ / SELF REWARDING  → Do again
 

Scent of old spray scent on object  → Do again
 

	STABILISING ANXIETIES AND CREATING NEW MEMORIES


 

Other Cats  → Comfort / Affiliation / Security → No spraying within the home
 

No old spray scent on object  → No Spraying
 

 

So to conclude, yes there is a lot that can be done to eliminate any anxiety-based, 
learnt, environmental and medical factors from the equation. With this information we 
can not only resolve currently ongoing urinary issues, but we can also be better 
equipped to prevent these issues from arising in the first place, promoting best 
practices nationwide. 
 

Due to the complexities of this topic this again relatively brief, but provides a good 
starting point for all breeders. Please feel free to contact me for further suggestions or 
advice, I am always happy to help.
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