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Scratching is a natural cat behavior, but it can be •	
destructive in a household.
Declaw surgery generally involves the removal of all or •	
a portion of the last bone in each digit of the forepaws.
Younger cats (under a year of age) tolerate the surgery •	
better than older or obese cats.
Declawing is painful and can often be avoided by •	
training cats to use scratching posts, keeping nails 
trimmed, or applying commercially available covers 
to the nail tips.

What Is Declaw Surgery?
Declaw surgery, also known as onychectomy, generally 
involves the surgical removal of the claw and all or  
a portion of the last bone in each digit. It is usually 
performed on the front paws only. Younger cats 
(under 1 year of age) tolerate the procedure better 
than older or obese cats that bear more weight on 
their paws. 

Why Are Cats Declawed?
Scratching on surfaces is a natural behavior for cats. 
It’s how cats sharpen their claws and mark their  
territory. But when cats scratch on household items 
like furniture, stereo speakers, rugs, and screen doors, 
it can be seen as destructive behavior. In most cases, 
this behavior can be avoided by training cats to scratch 
on more appropriate surfaces, such as scratching posts, 
and by keeping their nails trimmed.
 Because the procedure can be very painful, it’s 
best to explore other alternatives before deciding  
to declaw your cat. Cats that go outdoors generally 
shouldn’t be declawed because it deprives them of  
a primary mode of defense against other animals.

What Are the Alternatives to Declawing?
There are a number of steps you can take to prevent 
destructive scratching:

Keep nails trimmed:•	  The staff at your veterinary 
clinic can show you how to trim your cat’s nails 

safely, or they can perform this procedure for you 
if you are uncomfortable trimming your cat’s nails.
Provide appropriate alternatives: •	 Scratching 
posts are available at most pet stores. You can 
sprinkle catnip on the post to enhance its appeal, 
or provide treats to reinforce good behavior for 
using the post. 
Avoid punishment:•	  Never spank your cat or yell 
at it for inappropriate scratching behavior. If your 
cat scratches on furniture, just say “no,” and bring 
the cat to the scratching post. When your cat is 
scratching on furniture, you can also try spraying 
him or her with a water bottle, as long as the cat 
doesn’t realize you are controlling the water. 

Make furniture less appealing:•	  Cover popular 
scratching sites with aluminum foil, plastic,  
or double-sided tape.  You can also use scent 
deterrents, which are available at most pet stores.
Try nail covers: •	 Soft vinyl caps (available at  
pet stores) are glued to the tip of each nail every 
6 to 8 weeks to blunt the effects of scratching.

Are There Different Kinds of Declaw Surgeries?
Yes. The technique varies depending on the preference 
of the veterinarian. There are two traditional surgical 
techniques, which involve using either a scalpel or a 
clipper to remove the claw.
 A third surgical technique uses a laser to remove 
the claw. With this procedure, there is relatively little 
bleeding, and some cats (especially young cats that 
are not overweight) have less postoperative pain. 
Laser declawing tends to be more expensive than 
other techniques, and not every veterinarian has  
the equipment to perform this procedure.
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 A final technique, called a tendonectomy, does not 
remove the claws, but instead cuts the tendons on 
the underside of the paw. With this procedure, the 
claws remain retracted in the paw, so they generally 
can’t cause harm as long as they are trimmed on a 
regular basis.

How Do I Care for My Cat After Surgery?
Replace your regular litter with shredded newspaper 
or commercial litter made of newspaper until your 

cat’s paws have healed. This is to prevent granules  
of litter from becoming embedded in the healing 
tissues.
 Your veterinarian can provide some kind of pain 
medication, either in the form of a skin patch and/or 
oral pain medications.
 Some cats may experience temporary lameness after 
declaw surgery. If you notice any swelling, bleeding, 
or discharge, or if the lameness doesn’t improve, see 
your veterinarian.
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