Understanding Your Pet’s Pain: How
to Spot and Manage Pain in Dogs
and Cats

As loving pet owners, it's heartbreaking to see our pets in pain. While pets are often very
stoic and can’t express their discomfort the way humans do, they may show signs of distress
that can indicate that they are suffering. Understanding and recognizing the signs of pain in
your dog or cat is the first step in ensuring they receive the care they need. In this article,
we’ll explore how to spot the signs of pain in your pets, common causes of pain, and how to
manage and alleviate their discomfort.

Why Pets Experience Pain

Pain in pets can occur for a variety of reasons, just like it can in humans. It may be due to
injury, illness, arthritis, surgery, or aging. As pets get older, they are more prone to
developing conditions like arthritis that can cause chronic pain. Whether it's a temporary
injury or a long-term condition, pain can have a significant impact on your pet’s quality of life.
Recognizing the signs and taking appropriate action can help your pet heal faster and live
more comfortably.

Common Causes of Pain in Dogs and Cats
There are many potential causes of pain in pets. Some of the most common include:
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1. Injury or Trauma

Pets are often active, and just like humans, they can suffer from sprains, strains, or
fractures. If your pet has had a fall, been hit by a car, or injured themselves during play, they
may experience acute pain. In these cases, the pain is usually sudden and intense, requiring
immediate veterinary attention.

2. Arthritis

Arthritis is one of the most common causes of pain in senior dogs and cats. It occurs when
the cartilage in the joints breaks down, causing inflammation and pain. Pets with arthritis
may have difficulty walking, climbing stairs, or standing for long periods. Arthritis
management at the vet can include pain relievers, joint supplements, and physical therapy to
help your pet move more comfortably.

3. Dental Problems

Dental pain is common in pets, especially as they age. Dental disease can cause significant
discomfort, making it difficult for your pet to eat or drink. Tooth infections, gum disease, or
abscesses can all cause pain. Regular dental exams and cleaning can help prevent these
issues, but if you notice your pet has bad breath, is drooling excessively, or is having trouble
eating, it's time to schedule a dental exam.

4. Internal Conditions

Certain internal health conditions such as pancreatitis, bladder infections, and kidney
disease can also cause pain. These conditions may cause your pet to appear lethargic, have
a loss of appetite, or act more withdrawn than usual. If you notice these symptoms, it's
essential to visit the vet for a thorough exam and appropriate diagnostic tests.

5. Surgery or Medical Treatments

After surgery or medical treatments, pets often experience temporary pain as they heal. For
example, spay and neuter surgery or a fracture repair can result in discomfort. Your vet will
provide post-surgical care instructions, which may include pain management strategies to
help your pet recover comfortably.

How to Spot Pain in Dogs
While dogs can’t verbally express their pain, they will show specific behavioral signs. Here

are a few common symptoms that may indicate your dog is in pain:

1. Changes in Activity Levels

If your dog suddenly becomes less active or avoids play, walks, or normal activities, this
could be a sign of discomfort. Dogs may avoid movement if they are experiencing muscle or
joint pain. You may notice them being more sluggish, sleeping more, or even limping.

2. Whining or Whimpering
Dogs often whine, whimper, or bark when they are in pain. If you hear your dog vocalizing
more than usual, especially when moving or being touched, it's a sign they may be suffering.

3. Aggression or Irritability
Pain can make dogs more irritable and even aggressive. If your normally calm and friendly
dog becomes more aggressive when touched or handled, this could be a clear sign of pain.
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4. Changes in Eating or Drinking Habits

If your dog is in pain, especially due to dental issues or gastrointestinal discomfort, they may
lose interest in food or water. A significant decrease in appetite is a sign that something is
wrong.

5. Guarding or Favoring a Body Part

Dogs may protect a part of their body that is causing them pain. They may avoid lying on
certain sides or keep their body tense to avoid movement. If you notice your dog favoring
one leg or having difficulty moving a particular joint, it could be a sign of arthritis or a recent
injury.

How to Spot Pain in Cats
Cats are more independent than dogs and tend to hide their pain more effectively. However,
there are still several signs you can look for:

1. Decreased Grooming or Change in Coat Condition
A cat in pain may stop grooming itself, leading to a dull or matted coat. Cats often groom as
a way to comfort themselves, and a lack of grooming may indicate discomfort or distress.

2. Hiding or Withdrawal
If your cat is hiding more than usual or is less sociable, it could be a sign that they are in
pain. Cats tend to retreat to a quiet, dark place when they don’t feel well.

3. Changes in Eating, Drinking, or Litter Box Habits

A cat who suddenly refuses to eat or drink, or who has difficulty using the litter box, may be
in pain. If your cat is straining to urinate or seems to have trouble moving, it could indicate
bladder issues or other internal discomforts.

4. Changes in Vocalization
Just like dogs, cats may vocalize when they are in pain. A cat in pain may yowl or meow
more than usual, especially when being touched in a sensitive area.

5. Lameness or Difficulty Moving
Cats with joint pain or arthritis may have trouble jumping, climbing, or moving around. You
may notice them limping or being hesitant to jump on their favorite perch or climb stairs.

Managing Your Pet’s Pain

If you suspect that your pet is in pain, it's important to consult your veterinarian for proper
diagnosis and treatment. Pain management varies depending on the cause, but your vet will
develop a treatment plan to help alleviate your pet’s discomfort.

1. Medication

Pain relief medications like NSAIDs (non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs) are commonly
used to treat pain in pets. Your vet may also prescribe opioids or other pain management
drugs depending on the severity of the pain.

2. Physical Therapy
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For chronic pain conditions like arthritis, physical therapy or rehabilitation can help improve
your pet’'s mobility and comfort. Your vet may recommend specific exercises, stretches, or
massage techniques to help alleviate pain.

3. Weight Management

Excess weight can place additional strain on your pet’s joints and worsen conditions like
arthritis. Maintaining a healthy weight through proper diet and exercise can help relieve
some of the discomfort caused by painful conditions.

4. Alternative Therapies

Treatments such as cold laser therapy, acupuncture, and hydrotherapy have been shown to
help manage pain and promote healing in pets. Cold laser therapy, in particular, is a
non-invasive therapy that uses light to promote tissue healing and reduce inflammation.

Final Thoughts

Recognizing the signs of pain in your pet and seeking timely treatment is essential for
improving their quality of life. Whether it's due to arthritis, injury, or another condition,
addressing your pet’s pain early on can help prevent further complications and ensure they
stay happy and healthy for many years.

If you suspect that your pet is in pain or need help managing their condition, Kainer
Veterinary Hospital is here to help. Our team can provide the necessary pain management
options tailored to your pet’s specific needs. For more information or to schedule an
appointment, please contact us at (936) 321-2000.
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