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Cats instinctively use a litterbox when their physical and emotional needs are 
met—no training required! This guide will help you understand your cat’s 
preferences and avoid common pitfalls, so they’ll always feel comfortable using 
their litterbox, even during stressful times.    

Options Are Important 
  
The most important recommendat ion is  to hav e the r ight  number of lit terbox es. It  is  
bes t  to hav e at  m inimum one box  per cat , p lus one ex tra. For ex ample, if  y ou hav e 
three cats, y ou’ll need at  leas t  four box es. 
 
Some cats  don’t  lik e us ing the same box  for both ur ina t ing and defecat ing, mak ing 
tw o box es essent ia l, ev en if  y ou only  hav e one cat. If  y our cat  ex plores mult ip le 
f loors  in y our home (lik e the basement, main f loor and upsta irs ), p lace a lit terbox  on 
each f loor. In mult i-ca t  households, hav ing ex t ra box es can help reduce conf licts .     

Tips for Choosing a Litterbox 
 
Find the Right Size: Your lit terbox  should be at  leas t  1.5 t imes the length of y our cat  
(f rom  nose to ta il base) and tw ice their  w idth. This  giv es them enough space to turn 
around, d ig and cov er their  w aste w ithout s tepping out  of  the box . S ince most 
commercia l box es are too small, cons ider us ing larger, inex pens iv e a lternat iv es lik e 
under-the-bed s torage bins or cement m ix ing tubs. 
 
Consider Locations: Lit terbox es should a lw ay s be access ib le and feel safe to y our 
cat . Find quiet , low -traf f ic areas that are close to the areas w here y our cat  a lready  
spends t ime. Here are some other t ips: 

• K eep lit terbox es a t  leas t  5 feet  aw ay  from food, w ater and s leeping areas. 
• A v oid placing them near loud appliances lik e furnaces or w ashing machines. 
• Ensure y our cat  a lw ay s has access—prop doors open or ins ta ll a  pet  door to 

prev ent them from being lock ed out. 
• A v oid bathrooms, w here doors are often closed, unless  there is  another box  

nearby . 
 

K eep y our cat ’s  life s tage and health s ta tus in m ind. K it tens or cats  w ith decreased 
mobility  may  s truggle to get  to their  lit terbox  w hen they  need it , so try  to k eep their  
box es close to their  main liv ing spaces. 

Styles of Litterboxes  
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Many  cats  prefer  s imple, open lit terbox es w ith low  entrances. W hile cov ered 
lit terbox es are popular w ith people, they  of ten aren’t  ideal for  cats . 

• Covered Litterboxes: W hile they  k eep lit ter  ins ide and hide w as te, cov ered 
box es can be too small, t rap smells  and prev ent proper d igging. Cats  may  feel 
cornered or s tar t led w hen ex it ing. Some cats may  s t ill prefer  cov ered box es, so 
of fer  mult ip le opt ions to see w hat y our cat  prefers . If  y ou choose a cov ered 
box , ensure it  is  cleaned regular ly , large, w ell-v ent ila ted and has a clear door 
so y our cat  can see outs ide. 

• Top Entry Litterboxes: These are usually  too small and require cats  to jump in 
and out through a small hole, w hich can be inconv enient and ev en painfu l, 
especia lly  for  older cats . 

• Automatic Litterboxes: W hile conv enient for  people, these are usually  too 
small and can be noisy  and unpredictable. Some hav e s tar ted cleaning cy cles  
w ith cats  s t ill ins ide, caus ing in jury  or fear. 

 
Note: We do not recommend top-entry or automatic litterboxes due to these risks. 

Selecting Cat Litter 
 
Choosing the r ight  ca t  lit ter  is  essent ia l for  y our cat ' s  comfort  and ov era ll w ell-being. 
This  sect ion w ill gu ide y ou through the most important  factors to cons ider, f rom  
tex ture to depth, so y ou can prov ide a lit ter  that meets  y our cat ' s  preferences. 
 

• Texure Matters: Most  ca ts  prefer f ine-gra ined, unscented, clumping, clay -based 
lit ter , as  it  m im ics the sandy  tex tures they  ins t inct iv ely  seek . Rough or pellet  
lit ter  can feel uncomfortable on their  paw s, and scented lit ter  may  ov erw helm  
their  sensit iv e noses. W hile some cats  adapt to a lternat iv e lit ters  lik e corn, 
w heat or grass seed, clay -based lit ters  are ty p ica lly  preferred. 

• Litter Depth: Cats  need enough lit ter  to d ig and cov er their  w aste. Ty pica lly , 
they  prefer  1 to 3 inches. Consider of fer ing less  lit ter  on one s ide and more on 
the other to create a gradient w ith in the box  or prov id ing tw o box es w ith 
d if ferent depths to see w hat y our cat  prefers. 

• Changing Litter: Sudden changes can s tress  y our cat , so introduce new  lit ter  
gradually  by  m ix ing it  w ith their  current lit ter . P u t  the new  lit ter  a t  the bot tom  
and the old lit ter  on top and gradually  increase the percentage of new  lit ter  
w hile decreas ing the amount of  old lit ter . W hile t rans it ioning, hav e a fam iliar  
lit terbox  w ith the old lit ter  to help y our cat  adjus t . 
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Tip: Exposing kittens to a variety of litter types when they are young can help them become more 
accepting of different litter when they are older. 

Maintaining & Cleaning the Litterbox 
 
Cats  lik e to be clean, and jus t  because y ou scooped y es terday  doesn’t  mean the box  
is  clean today ! K eep their  box  as fresh as poss ib le to av oid issues. 
 

• Daily Scooping: A ll box es should be scooped at  leas t  once per day , or more 
of ten for small box es and mult i-ca t  households. Be sure to scrape the bot tom  
and s ides  to remov e a ll w aste. 

• Regular Washing: Empty , w ash and ref ill box es ev ery  1-4 w eek s, depending 
on usage. Use m ild d ish soap and w arm w ater to clean. Be sure to r inse 
thoroughly . Below  are a few  w ashing t ips: 

1. Clean one box  a t  a t ime – This  ensures y our cat  a lw ay s has access to a 
lit terbox  and mak es the task  more manageable. 

2. Dispose of old lit ter  proper ly  – Empty  the lit ter  in to the garbage. Nev er 
f lush or pour clumping lit ter  dow n the dra in, as it  can clog pipes. If  y ou 
use compostable lit ter , check  y our city ’s  gu idelines before p lacing it  in a 
compost b in. 

3. W ash w ith w arm  w ater and dish soap – Use a dedicated brush to scrub 
the lit terbox , remov ing any  w aste s tuck  to the plas t ic. 
 A v oid s trong scents  (especia lly  cit rus ), b leach or harsh cleaners , as 

they  can damage the plas t ic or leav e a smell that  bothers  y our cat . 
 Many  household cleaners , such as P ine-Sol, are tox ic to cats . If  in 

doubt, ask  y our v et  about safe products . 
4. Clean the cov er – If  y our lit terbox  has a cov er, be sure to w ash the ins ide 

as w ell. 
5. R inse thoroughly  – Mak e sure to remov e a ll soap res idue to av oid leav ing 

any  scents  or chemicals  that could ir r ita te y our cat . 
6. Dry  the box  – Let  the box  a ir  dry  or use paper tow els  to w ipe it  dow n. 
7. Ref ill w ith fresh lit ter  – A dd clean lit ter  to the depth y our cat  prefers , 

usually  betw een 1 and 3 inches. 
• Replace As Needed: R eplace lit terbox es ev ery  few  y ears , especia lly  if  they  

dev elop scra tches that can harbor bacter ia . If  a  box  s t ill smells  a f ter  a thorough 
cleaning, it ’s  t ime to replace it . 

 
Tip: Scooping and cleaning regularly is the best way to control odors and meet your cat’s need for a 
clean litterbox. 
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Products to Avoid 
Deodorizers  may  mask  smells  but w on’t  mak e the box  cleaner, and scented products  
can ir r ita te y our cat . P las t ic liners  can tear eas ily , mak ing scooping dif f icu lt  for  y ou 
and creat ing more mess, and can discourage y our cat ’s  natura l d igging if  their  claw s 
catch the liner. 
 

Keeping the Litterbox a Safe, Positive Space 
 
Cats  are a lw ay s learning, and negat iv e ex per iences in or around the lit terbox  can 
create las t ing associa t ions. A v oid and w atch for: 

• Medical pain (lik e ur inary  t ract  infect ions, ar thr it is  and pain from being 
declaw ed) that can mak e us ing the box  uncomfortable. 

• Star t ling ev ents  near the box , lik e loud noises or being ambushed by  other 
pets . 

• Forcing y our cat  in to the box  or punishing them for accidents . 
 
Note: Punishment for house soiling increases stress and won’t solve the underlying problem. Instead, it 
can cause your cat to fear you and make the issue worse. 

What to Do If Your Cat Isn’t Using the Litterbox 
 
S tar t  w ith a v is it  to the v et  to ru le out medical issues. If  the problem  isn’t  health-
rela ted, ensure y our lit terbox es meet y our cat ’s  preferences for space, cleanliness  
and comfort . If  issues pers is t , check  out our gu ide on House Soiling in Cats  for fur ther 
t roubleshoot ing. 

 
Additional Resources: 
For more informat ion, v is it  our w ebs ite: ht tp:/ / w w w .edmontonhumanesociety .com   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.edmontonhumanesociety.com/
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Did You Know? 
You can a lso ask  us behav ioural ques t ions by  emailing: 

ask thespecia lis t@edmontonhumanesociety .com    

It takes approximately $7 million to keep the Edmonton Humane Society operational for one year and 
40% of these funds come from generous donations made by supporters like you. Donate today. 

mailto:askthespecialist@edmontonhumanesociety.com
https://www.edmontonhumanesociety.com/donate/donate-now/
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