This is the first portion of a two-part series on Arthritis in Cats.

In recent years we have discovered that arthritis, and the pain it can cause, is much
more common in cats than we thought previously. We’ve long known that people and
dogs suffer from joint pain and osteoarthritis, but we did not know as much about cats
and how they are affected by this syndrome.

Remarkably, one study in cats aged 12 and over showed a full 90% have degenerative
joint disease changes on x-rays, including the spine and limb joints. A more recent study
of cats of all ages revealed over 60% of cats
show radiographic evidence of arthritis in limb
joints (elbows, knees, etc.). Overall, the recent
studies have made it clear that arthritis and
degenerative joint disease is far more common
in cats than we realized, and it’s not just the
geriatric cats that are affected. The joints most
often involved include the shoulders, hips,
elbows, knees and ankles as well as the spine.

Osteoarthritis describes a degenerative process occurring within the joint that involves
the loss of the healthy cartilage that helps cushion the joint and provide a smooth
contact surface. The degenerative

process is actually quite complicated and

can be the result of excessive mechanical o (I))t"c‘:'n“;:g:‘
“wear and tear”, poor joint conformation %

causing abnormal contact and immune
related processes like rheumatoid
arthritis in humans. While it’s not
entirely clear which of these factors is
most common in cats, that they suffer
significant degenerative changes in their Healthy joint Daraged joit
joints is no longer debatable.

Cats are amazing creatures and one of their skills is hiding discomfort and pain. This is
unfortunate because it can make it much more difficult to recognize that they are
suffering from arthritis pain. Unless the pain is acute or quite severe, they are usually
not obviously limping. Many owners think they are just getting older as their symptoms
may look like simple aging and may not be obviously due to pain. Cats tend to restrict
their activity to minimize the use of their sore joints where a dog would more likely go
on and chase the Frisbee over and over and have an obvious limp the next morning.



Major signs of arthritis in cats include:

Decreased activity:

»  More time spent resting or sleeping

»  Less exploring outside or on the patio

»  Sleeping in different locations that are lower & easier to access

»  Less time spent playing with other animals, decreased interaction with family

Decreased mobility:

»  Jumping up and down less often or showing hesitation before jumping

»  Jumping to lower surfaces than previously or reluctant to jump at all

»  Going up and down stairs less often or avoiding them altogether

»  Difficulty getting in and out of litterbox (may avoid using the litterbox
completely)

»  Hesitation to use cat doors or flaps

»  Stiffness upon rising that seems to improve as they move about

Changes in Behavior:

»  Less patient with younger animals, more grumpy

»  More irritable with being petted, stroked or brushed over the back or limbs
»  Spending more time alone resting away from family and other pets

»  Avoiding interaction with humans and other animals

Changes in Grooming Patterns:

»  Spending less time grooming

»  Matted and scruffy coat, especially towards back half of body
»  Overgrown claws due to decrease in use and less scratching

»  Occasionally over-grooming over painful joints



Diagnosing arthritis in cats is fairly straight-forward.
Cats showing any of the symptoms above should have a
veterinary examination, especially if they are seven
years or older. X-rays of the joints that seem suspicious
will help clarify if arthritis is indeed the cause of
discomfort. While lab tests will not diagnose arthritis,
they will often indicate if the cat is having other
problems related to aging and determine if they appear
healthy otherwise and are able to safely take certain
medications for their arthritis pain.

Please see Part II of this series for information on how to manage the pain and
discomfort of osteoarthritis to improve the quality of life for the many affected cats.
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