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Lecture 
Goals

Understanding the importance of 
pain

Pain: Physical vs 
Behavioral

Differentials by 
organ systems

Considerations when gathering 
information

Pain detection tools for detection



Why should we care about pain?



Veterinarian’s oath

Being admitted to the profession of veterinary medicine, I solemnly swear 
to use my scientific knowledge and skills for the benefit of society through 
the protection of animal health and welfare, the prevention and relief of 
animal suffering, the conservation of animal resources, the promotion of 
public health, and the advancement of medical knowledge.

I will practice my profession conscientiously, with dignity, and in keeping 
with the principles of veterinary medical ethics.

I accept as a lifelong obligation the continual improvement of my 
professional knowledge and competence.



Preemptive pain management 
improves quality of life



Proactive is better than reactive



To be proactive needs recognition of 
when pain is present



Pain (osteoarthritis) is common in 
dogs (40%) and cats (50%)

The Veterinary Nurse



Most 10+ year 
old cats have 

osteoarthritis 



DJD in cats as young 
as 6 months



Some breeds are more prone to 
developing painful conditions

DogTimeDogTime



Some breed conformation prone 
to development of pain

• When “normal” is actually abnormal can lead clinicians to 
overlook pain due to breed

Akc.org



• Abnormal sitting 
posture

• Overt pain

• Unable to jump up

• Air licking

• Fly snapping

• Abnormal 
scratching



What does this have to do with 
behavior? 



Presenting 
complaint is 
behavioral 
description

unicyclemedi



Physical vs mental (or both)

Imgur.com

Something 

physical that 

prevents 

behavior = 

pain?

Something 

external that 

prevents 

behavior = 

fear?



Relationship 
between 
pain and 
problem 
behavior

Pain as the primary cause 
of the behavior

Pain exacerbates the 
concurrent primary 
behavior cause

Behavior condition 
exacerbates underlying 
pain condition



Example of mix of pain with 
behavior concern



Pain can evolve into a behavior 
problem



Pain & behavior signs are 
nonspecific & overlap



Signs of anxiety and fear include:

• Avoidance, hiding

• Pant, salivate, lip licking, 
swallowing, lip smacking,

• Visual scanning, dilated 
pupils

• Vocalization

• Elimination

• Lower posture (ears flat, tail 
low, head low)

• Seeking human or pets

• Anorexia

• Pacing, restless

• Digging, chewing

• Trembling

• Reduced maintenance 
behaviors

• Defensive aggression

Casey, 2002; Beerda et al. 1997 & 1998; Schwizgebel et al 1982; Hetts et al 1992; 



Nonspecific signs could have 
physical condition

• Nausea 

• Lip licking, swallowing, smacking

Companion Animal Psychology Tams, 2003; Dards, 1983; Baral, 2012



Nonspecific signs could have 
physical condition

• Neurological disorder

• (vs fever vs tremors) = 
Trembling

• (vs pain vs 
hyperthyroidism) 
= Restless

• (vs pain) = Aggression

Great Pet Care

(Miller, 2010; 

Thomas, 2010)

(Fingeroth et al 

1987;

Bagley et al 

1999; 

Baral & Peterson, 

2012)

(Bagley et al 

1999)



Nonspecific signs could have 
physical condition

• Pain

• Vocalization



Nonspecific signs could have 
physical condition

• Gastrointestinal disorder

• Destructive chewing

Reed Animal Hospital

(King et al 2000; 

McCrave, 1991)



Nonspecific signs could have 
physical condition

• Cardiovascular 

• (vs metabolic disease 
vs pain) = Panting

DogsBestLife.com

(Baral & Peterson, 2012; 

Melian et al 2010;

Forney, 2010;

Quimby et al 2003;

McKune & Robertson, 

2012)



Keep species specific behaviors in mind



Cats are 
predators & 

prey with 
need to 

hide pain & 
ability to 
escape  Adventure Cats



Dogs change 
their behavior 
to avoid pain

Animal Wised



Categorization of pain 
differentials

• Neurologic

• Urogenital

• Gastrointestinal

• Dermatologic

• Endocrinologic 

• Orthopedic

Texas A&M



Neurologic



Behavior changes can occur months 
prior to neurological detection

• Slower to learn 

• ie house soiling / training

• Loss of learned behavior

• Stereotypical behavior

• Apprehension

• Aggression 



Neuropathic pain can manifest in 
variety of behaviors

• Scratching motion without touching

• Biting self

• Frequently looking at same area

• Vocalization



Repetitive 
behaviors 

associated 
with 

neuropathic 
pain



Self mutilation associated with 
neuropathic pain



Central neuronal deficits

• Circling / Pacing

• Changes in habits

• Lack of recognition

• House soiling

• Anxiety

• Aggression

• Stumbling

• Standing in corners



Behavioral signs of CNS diseases 
months before diagnosis

• “Just not being themselves”

• Reluctance to play

• Aggression

• Depressed

• Vocalization

• Urinary incontinence 

• Constipation

• Self mutilation



Case: 9 yo, MC, Jack Russell Terrier  

Presented for “cognitive dysfunction;” treated 

with selegiline without effect



MRI
DX: Pituitary Brain Tumor 

Referred to Neurology Service. Successfully treated with radiation 

therapy. 



Urogenital



Most common sign of urogenital 
disease is house soiling

Country Valley Veterinary Clinic



Necessary diagnostics for house 
soiling

• UA

• Imaging

• AXR / AUS

• contrast urethrocystography

• Especially in recurrent episodes 
and older cats

• Thyroxine

• FeLV/FIV testing



Environmental history provides 
vital clues

Pet Parents



Feline Interstitial Cystitis associated 
with neuropathic pain & environment



Gastrointestinal



Many signs along the GI tract

Esophageal

• Regurgitation

• Dysphagia

• Salivation

• Retching

• Gaging

• Swallowing

• Odynophagia

Gastric

• Nausea

• Salivation

• Vomiting

• Hematemesis

• Melena

• Anorexia

Large Bowel

• Dyschezia

• Tenesmus

• Constipation

• Diarrhea



Clients may not recognize certain 
GI signs

Need to ask owners explicitly as not viewed as abnormal



Changes in elimination behavior 
sequence can point to pain

• Dyschezia

• Vocalization

• Pacing / running

The Dodo



Repetitive oral behaviors have strong 
link to gastrointestinal cause

Proud dog mom



Excessive licking surfaces & fly 
biting respond to GI treatment

Gif Tenor



• 14 of 19 dogs had GI disorders 

• When treated

• 59% resolution

• 76% significant improvement

• 3 of 5 dogs without GI 
disorders improved with 
GI nonspecific 
treatment / diet



Fly biting / snapping associated with 
GI disease and respond to treatment



• Extension of neck while swallowing

• 3 of 7 dogs associated with recent feeding

• GI diseases found: 
• Eosinophilic or lymphoplasmacytic infiltration
• Delayed gastric emptying
• Reflux
• Chiari like malformation

• Treatment: 
• Improve/resolution in 6 of 7 dogs (including anxiety signs)
• 1 unimproved due with noncompliance



Flank sucking / Blanket sucking 
associated with pica



Take GI biopsies with foreign body removal surgery

Pica & foreign body ingestion 
associated with variety of GI disorders

Adobe Stock



Pica has association with many 
disorders: FIP, gastric, anemia

Washabu, Hall. Dysmotility. In: Canine and Feline Gastroenterology

Abrams-Ogg. Nonregenerative anemia. In Textbook of veterinary internal medicine



Dermatologic



Acral lick dermatitis differentials

• Atopy

• Food allergy

• Secondary deep pyoderma

• Neoplasia

• Orthopedic

• Infectious disease

• And more

Denerolle, et al JAAHA 2007



Acral lick dermatitis associated with 
entrapped hair, infection & cultures 

warranted



Feline symmetric alopecia associated 
with primary medical disease (OA)

Moriello KA. Dermatology. In: The cat: clinical medicine and management. 2012

Vetstream



Psychogenic alopecia is 
overdiagnosed

• 21 cats

• 16 cats: pruritus

• 3 cats: other medical condition

• 2 cats: psychogenic alopecia

Clinician’s Brief



Endocrine



Impact of hypothyroidism with 
aggression is overrepresented

Today's Veterinary Practice



No strong evidence of aggression 
with hypothyroidism

• Evaluated CBC, Chem, and thyroid panel

• Only difference:  thyroxine autoantibodies (wnl) for dogs 
with aggression



Hyperthyroidism shares similarities 
with cognitive dysfunction

Petful



Increased adrenal activity in cats

• Aggression

• Urine spraying

• Estrus behavior

(all cases aged 12y-15y)

Boag et al. JSAP 2004



Case of house soiling cat with 
atypical hypoadrenocorticism

Can Vet J, 2011



Diabetic Neuropathy cause 
aversion to touch

WikiVet



Orthopedic



Osteoarthritis common signs

• Lameness / atrophy

• Loss of normal performance

• Stiffness after rest

• Behavior
• Nervous
• Aggression
• Depression
• Appetite change
• Grooming / coat change



Subtle mobile signs in cats & 
lameness rarely observed

Great Pet Care

Clarke & 

Bennett, 2006



OA leading to litter box changes

New York Times



OA may impact sleep

Adaptil



Some features indicative of pain: 
aggression

General

• Poor temperament

• Aggressive behavior when 
approached 

• often when the dog is lying 
down

• Show reluctance to move

Bite features

• Attack less specific targets

• Bites of variable severity

• Bites located on the 
extremities of target

• Short incidents

• Easy to interrupt



Some features indicative of pain: 
noise sensitivity

General

• Older onset

• All associated with loud 
noises

Behavioral response

• Tendency to hide rather than 
seek owner

• Strong tendency to avoid 
location associated with 
noise 



So how can we get to a 
diagnosis?



History and information gathering 
is critical

EduMed.org



Client labels can be nonspecific 
or misleading

Labels

• “goes nuts”

• “looks crazy”

• “spiteful”

False diagnoses

• “separation anxiety”

• “urine spraying”

• “aggressive”

• “anxious”

What do these mean?



We need a clear view of the 
problem

• What exactly is the behavior?

• “Describe it as if it was a movie”

• “What does it look like?”

• When does/did it occur? In response to 
what? 

• Frequency? 

• Duration of event?

• What changes have occurred?

• Progression? 

• Severity?



Owners struggle to recognize chronic 
pain so ask for subtle deviations

Parnell Paws



Educate clients on recognizing 
subtle pain by pointing it out

VetPrep



Owner’s input of pet’s behavior at 
home helps with detection



Pattern of behavior is vital



Context matters

• Primary behavior problems have a discernable pattern
• Initiation (warning)
• Pause
• Response by recipient
• End. Or further action
• End.

• If no pattern or inappropriate ➔ physical or behavioral 
pathology



Strong indications for physical condition / pain

A change in behavior, especially if: 

• Sudden onset

• New behavior

• Middle-aged or older animal

Senior Tail Waggers



Observe beyond the physical 
exam

DVM360



How the pet carries 
themselves indicates 

how energy is 
expended: 

at rest & moving 



Monitoring cats in their effort to 
escape provides information

PetMD



Physical exam

DVM360



Response to palpation often used 
with limited sensitivity & specificity 

Today's  Veterinary Practice



Stress can impact ability to detect 
physical changes



Handling patients 
to minimize fear 

and pain



Friendly handling is an important 
measure for accurate exam



Pre-veterinary 
pharmaceuticals 

anti-anxiolytics 
can assist exam



Medication 
can 

decrease 
stress prior to 
examination

Without Meds With Meds



Gait evaluation to detect 
lameness 



Owners can be guided to record gait 
videos for detection & monitoring

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6u7sTgUmYb8



Imaging / Radiographs

Merck Veterinary Manual



Imaging confirms but does not 
replace physical exam findings



Palpation of joint pain & 
radiographic OA correlate poorly



Tools to detecting pain



Pain screening tools have pros 
and cons

Benefits

• Raise red flags

• Monitor overtime

Limitations

• Not specific for diagnosis

• User ability varies



Pain Scales

• Acute pain primarily & Veterinary monitoring

• Standardized capture behavior signs

• Incorporate into practice

• Converted into scores

• Types:

• Colorado State University Acute Pain Scale (not valid)

• Glasgow short-form Composite Measure Pain scale (~valid)

• UNESP multi-dimensional pain scale (valid) 

• Feline Grimace Scale (valid)



Colorado 
State 

University 
Acute Pain 

Scale



Glasgow short-form 
pain scale



UNESP multi-
dimensional 
pain scale



Feline Grimace scales

http://www.felinegrimacescale.com

Evangelista et al. 2019



Simplified questionnaires created 
for feline arthritis detection

• Chronic pain (OA) & Owner monitoring

• Simple
• Client-specific outcome measures
• Likert scales
• Yes or No

• Set up can be time consuming

• Scales
• Feline Musculoskeletal Pain index (valid)
• Montreal Cat Arthritis Test (~valid)



Owner geared scales may aid 
with detection



Feline Musculoskeletal 
Pain index



Montreal Cat Arthritis Test



Owner geared monitoring for 
pain in dogs

• Osteoarthritis focused

• Chronic pain & owner monitoring

• Simple & valid

• Liverpool Osteoarthritis in Dogs (LOAD)

• Canine Brief Pain Inventory (CBPI)

• More involved & moderately valid

• Client-Specific Outcome Measures (CSOM)



Liverpool 
Osteoarthritis in 
Dogs (LOAD)



Canine Brief Pain 
Inventory



Client Specific Outcome 
Measures (CSOM)

Veterinarian defines set of activities = more involved



Videos of behaviors and movement 
at home aid monitoring

Cutlet  Pinterest



Response to 
analgesic 

treatment is 
confirming

Before and after cat grooms



Summary



Take Aways: Part 1

• Pain states are common in pets

• Signs of pain vs behavior overlap

• Many behavior conditions may be pain in disguise

• History taking and clinic observations are vital

• Videos of behavior at home aid in diagnosis & monitoring

• Other detection modalities exist with limitations



drpankratz@animalbehaviorclinic.net

www.AnimalBehaviorClinic.net


