
PET PAIN MANAGEMENT 
 

The biggest challenge to deal with in pain management for pets is recognizing pain. Often owners do not 
recognize their animals behaviors as "pain behaviors," but they are acutely aware of the changes. Here is a 
list of general pain responses for dogs and cats.  
 
Behavioral Response  Dog     Cat  
 
-Vocalization   Groan, whine, whimper, growl, Groan, growl, purr 
     grinding teeth 
 
-Facial Expression   Fixed stare, glazed appearance Furrowed brow, squinted eyes 
 
-Body Posture   Hunched; prayer position; lying Generally chest to ground, change 
     on side                in normal posturing 
      
-Self Awareness (guarding Protects wound or limb, limps, non- Protects wound or limb, limps, 
& self-mutilation) weight bearing, licks, chews, and  non-weight bearing, licks, chews, 

and rubs wounds or surgical sites rubs wounds or surgical sites 
 
-Activity    Restless or restricted movement,  Restricted movement or repeated  

trembling (shivering) meaningless movements (ex. 
circling) 

 
-Attitude    Increased aggression, anxiousness, Comfort-seeking, hiding,  
      recluse behavior   occasional aggressiveness 
 
-Appetite    Decreased    Decreased 
 
-Urinary & Bowel Habits  Increased urination, accidents in Failure to use litter box 
     house, holding urine 
 
-Grooming    In chronically painful dogs: loss  Failure to groom 
     of sheen in haircoat 
 
-Response to palpation  Protecting, biting, vocalizing,  Protecting, biting, scratching,  
 extreme care should  withdrawing    vocalizing, withdrawing, escape 
 be taken when palpating       
 
-GI tract    Excessive lip licking, increased Increased salivation, vomiting 
     salivation, vomiting    
 
As stated previously, these are very generalized pain responses. There is a lot of variation among individual 
animals, depending on an animal's normal behavior, site severity, or type of pain. The best way to 
recognize pain is to learn your animal's behavior when painful and compare that to their normal behavior.  
 
We often see that patients with chronic pain may appear un-thrifty and un-groomed; activity decreases and 
there is often isolation from housemates and owners. Lameness may be used in some circumstances as an 
indicator of a painful limb. This is more helpful in dogs than cats because we often do not observe cats 
walking. In cats, it is more likely that the individual will refuse to jump up onto furniture that previously 



was commonplace. Cats may also have difficulty getting into and out of the litterbox, so there may appear 
to be breaks in litter box training. 
 
There are several treatment modalities that may be used to provide comfort in the veterinary clinic or at 
home. First, a stress-free, quiet, safe environment will benefit all animals. Second, good nursing care can 
never be over-emphasized. If an animal is sent home with a bandage, the bandage should be evaluated for 
tightness and be kept clean and dry. If there are sutures, the sutures should be examined daily for heat, 
swelling, redness, and discharge. In situations where the animal is anxious or needs to remain quiet for 
proper healing, other medications such as sedatives may be prescribed. 
 
Perhaps the greatest contribution owners can make to improving the well-being of their pet is developing an 
exercise program. The level or intensity of the exercise program will depend on the patient's status. There 
are several alternative or complimentary treatment modalities that may enhance perioperative pain 
management, improve outcome in surgical patients and help rehabilitate patients with painful degenerative 
conditions by hastening return to function. These methods are adjunctive treatments to pharmacologic and 
surgical methods currently available. They are: physical therapy, rehabilitation, chiropractic, acupuncture, 
massage, and diet/nutraceuticals. The benefits of these individual or combined therapies are increased 
mobility, decreased pain, relaxation of muscle spasm, promotion of edema absorption, increased blood and 
lymph circulation, minimization of muscle atrophy and joint stiffness, and enhanced well-being. For 
patients with terminal disease, the goal may be simply to improve the quality of life. For chronically 
debilitating diseases such as arthritis, the goal may be to increase weight bearing, enlarge muscle mass, and 
decrease body fat; initiating daily activity may be the goal. For post-operative patients, return to full 
function is often possible. 
 

 


