
a p p l i e d  b e h a v i o r
QUESTION & ANSWER OF THE MONTH

P A I N  A S S E S S M E N T

Assessing Pain 
Jacqueline C. Neilson, DVM, Diplomate ACVB, Animal Behavior Clinic, Portland, Oregon

What behaviors 
indicate pain in a pet?

T
he current standard of veteri-
nary care requires that we
address and implement pain

management in our patients. While
this sounds reasonable and appro-
priate, assessing pain in dogs and
cats can be a challenge. The human
medical field relies heavily on verbal
communication to assess and treat
pain, especially chronic pain condi-
tions in which patients may show a
muted pain response. Because our
patients are nonverbal, clinicians
must rely on other methods to judge
pain and institute appropriate treat-
ment. Several factors play into the
decision to medicate for pain,
including treating for predictable
pain. In this article, subtle behav-
ioral changes that may be associated
with painful conditions will be dis-
cussed to help improve detection
and treatment of pain in dogs 
and cats.

Posture
Changes in the pet’s normal posture may indi-
cate pain. Such postures include a hunched-up
appearance, trembling, stiffening, or resting in a
“praying” position with the forequarters on the
ground and the hind end elevated. Low head
carriage may indicate some level of discomfort
or depression. Tail wagging in a dog is not
indicative of a pain-free state—some dogs will
still wag their tails in response to human atten-
tion despite moderate to severe pain. 

Sleep Patterns
Inability to get comfortable or sleeping in an
unusual posture for that pet may indicate pain. 
A lack of dreams may be a subtle sign of pain,

since dreams are indicative of rapid-eye-move-
ment sleep, and patients in pain may not be able
to achieve that state of deep sleep. To detect
whether the pet is dreaming, one can look for
rapid eye movement, which can sometimes be
detected under the closed eyelids. Some pets
will have involuntary movement of body parts
(legs, mouth, whiskers) accompanied by some
muted vocalization, such as a whimper.

Vocalization
Whining, crying, howling, screaming, or barking
may be associated with painful conditions, and
animals that are exhibiting excessive or unusual
vocalization should be examined for pain-
related conditions. Other causes of excessive

Defensive-aggressive cat hissing. This cat, which is in postsurgical pain, is hissing to repel the approach of the
kennel attendant.
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vocalization, such as anxiety, should also be
considered and addressed, as increased anxiety
may reduce pain thresholds. Aggressive vocaliza-
tion, such as growling or hissing, can indicate
pain and may be an attempt to repel stimuli that
may inflict pain. Vocalizations that are tradition-
ally associated with comfort (such as purring)
are not necessarily indicative of a pain-free
state. In fact, some cats that are in extreme pain
or near death will purr. In general, younger ani-
mals are more prone to excessive vocalization
when in pain. However, lack of vocalization can
also be indicative of a painful state, especially in
cats or older animals that are withdrawing from
the environment.

Grooming
A reduction or redirection of grooming activity
can be an indication of pain. If the grooming is
directed to a certain area of the body, such as
an incision or a joint, this may be indicative of
pain in that area. Cats that are ill or in pain
often present with unkempt or greasy coat due
to a lack of proper grooming.

at a glance...

Pain may present as subtle
changes in 

• Posture

• Activity

• Elimination

• Appetite

• Sleep patterns

• Vocalization
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Fearful dog cowering. This dog is exhibiting a painful posture by hunching and cowering from the approach-
ing person.

Activity
A general decrease in activity (i.e., depression)
or reduced exercise tolerance may be a sign of
pain. Older animals tend to withdraw more than
younger animals when they experience pain.
Cats that lie quietly and do not move for pro-
longed periods may be in pain. Also, a reduced
response to a caregiver could indicate a chronic
or acute painful condition. Conversely, an
increase in activity characterized as restlessness
or agitation can be a sign of pain.

Appetite
Reduction in appetite can be associated with
many medical ailments but can also be a non-
specific sign of pain. Special consideration
should be given to animals that are required to
bend down (e.g., large dog eating from bowl on
floor) or jump up (e.g., cat fed on counter) to
access food. 

Elimination
Previously reliable pets may start to house-soil
due to painful conditions. This behavior may be

related to pain associated with accessing accept-
able elimination sites or actual pain associated
with elimination. Of course, conditions that
cause polyuria or diarrhea may cause house-
soiling due to urgency issues. 

Conclusion 
These nonspecific signs of pain should be evalu-
ated in relation to each other and in context of
the situation. Clinicians can attempt to covertly
observe their patients, as human interactions
can override subtle signs of pain. Also, owner
education can help owners to identify and
report pain-related signs that the pet exhibits at
home. During veterinary visits, owners should
be prompted to discuss any behavioral changes
in the pet, as such changes may be early indica-
tors of pain or other medical conditions. Early
identification of pain often results in greater
treatment and management success. �
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