
Aging or Illness?  Signs of Age-Related Disease in Senior Cats 

 

 

    

 

When Is My Cat Considered a “Senior”? 
Generally speaking, a cat 10 years of age or older qualifies as a senior.  Factors affecting 
how individual cats age include body weight, nutrit ion, environment, and overall health. 
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A touch of gray on the 
chin; once-clear eyes 
becoming a little cloudy. 
A slight stiffness in what 
used to be a frisky gait. 
Any of these can be tell-
tale signs that your furry 
friend is entering the 
“golden” years. 
 
 Generally speaking, a 
cat 10 years of age or 
older qualifies as a sen-
ior. Factors affecting how 
individual cats age in-
clude body weight, nutri-
tion, environment, and 
overall health.  
 
 The old adage that every 
year in a cat’s life is 
equivalent to seven 
“human” years isn’t quite 
accurate. Pets mature 
more rapidly during the 
first two years of life, and 
then again during the fi-
nal third of their life span. 
Use the chart at right to 
determine your cat’s age 
in human years. 

Why is important to know 
your cat’s true age? Pets 
are living longer than 
ever, thanks to advances 
in veterinary care and 
improved nutrition, pro-
viding their owners with 
many more years of love 
and faithful companion-
ship.  The trade-off, how-
ever, is that senior pets, 
just like their aging hu-
man companions, be-
come more vulnerable to 
multiple health problems 
and diseases such as 
weight gain and de-
creased mobility; heart, 
kidney, and liver dis-
eases; diabetes; dental 
problems and periodontal 
disease; behavioral prob-
lems and cancer. The 
good news is that many 
of these health problems 
can be prevented, con-
trolled, or treated if de-
tected in the early stages.  
 
 Once your cat has 
reached senior status, 

twice-a-year senior well-
ness exams are recom-
mended as the standard 
of care by the American 
Animal Hospital Associa-
tion. Ask us how our Sen-
ior Care program can 
make your cat’s golden 
years happy and healthy!  

Circle your cat’s 
weight in  
human  
years 

While some signs of ag-
ing, such as a graying 
chin and slowed activity, 
are easy to identify in 
your cat, others are more 
subtle. Most age-related 
changes in how your cat 
looks, acts, and feels 
tend to be gradual. 
Therefore, it takes a 
watchful eye to recognize 
what may be early signs 
of disease or health prob-
lems, and routine check-
ups become more impor-
tant than ever. 
 
Do you know the signs of 
pain and illness in your 
cat?  Following is a list of 
the most common 

changes associated with 
age-related diseases and 
compromising medical 
conditions. If you note 
any of these changes in 
your cat, please let us 
know. By working to-
gether, we can help en-
sure your pet enjoys the 
best quality of life possi-
ble through out the senior 
years. 
 
Behavioral Changes 
· Decreased activity 
· Less interaction with 

family members 
· Sleeping more or 

sleeping during the 
day and staying 
awake at night 

· Disorientation/
confusion (getting 
“lost” in the house or 
yard) 

· Less responsiveness 
to verbal cues or 
name 

· Excessive meowing 
or whimpering for no 
apparent reason 

 
Metabolic Changes 
· Weight gain (or loss) 
· Changes in appear-

ance (skin, coat, or 
muscle tone) 

· Changes in eating or 
drinking habits 

· Increased urination 
· Loss of litter box 

training 

Physical Changes 
· Limping/stiffness of 

gait 
· Poor vision or diffi-

culty hearing 
· Dental problems 
· Increase in infections 
· Digestive problems 
· New lumps & bumps 
 
Changes in your cat’s 
appearance or behavior 
can be a sign that some-
thing is medically wrong, 
so don’t assume your pet 
is just suffering from “old 
age” and can’t be helped. 
Keep a close eye on your 
senior cat, and talk with 
us about any type of 
change in your cat. 
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Young At Heart:  Our Senior Wellness Program 
years of age, twice-a-
year wellness exams and 
laboratory test will be rec-
ommended.  Remember, 
your pet ages more rap-
idly during the golden 
years, and the risk of de-
veloping a chronic condi-
tion or serious disease 
also increases.  Schedul-
ing a routine wellness 
visit every six months will 
help your veterinarian 
detect diseases or condi-
tions in their early stages 
when they may still be 
treated or controlled ef-
fectively. 
 
The senior wellness 
exam should include: 
 
· a comprehensive 

medical history 
· A complete physical 

exam, which includes 
checking your dog’s 
overall appearance, 
temperature, body 
weight, heart, lungs, 
ears, eyes, teeth and 
gums, thyroid gland, 
and skin and coat 

· Age related labora-
tory tests (listed be-
low) 

· Preventive health 
recommendations 

Scheduling regular veteri-
nary exams is one of the 
most important steps you 
can take to keep your cat 
healthy and happy 
throughout his or her life-
span, and this becomes 
even more important as 
your pet ages.  Just as 
physicians recommend 
certain tests, such as 
cholesterol screening and 
blood pressure checks, 
when a person turns 40, 
the American Animal 
Hospital Association rec-
ommends that annual 
screening tests should 
begin when your pet 
reaches “middle age,” 
which ranges from 4 to 
10 for most cats.  These 
tests: 
 
· Ensure that your pet 

is healthy 
· Establish “baseline” 

values for compari-
son with future tests 

· Help your veterinar-
ian make preventive 
care recommenda-
tions to delay the on-
set or progression of 
certain diseases. 

 
As cats enter their senior 
years, typically 10 or 11 

Screening Procedures 
for Healthy  
Senior Cats 

 
Complete blood count 
Helps in the diagnosis of 
infection, anemia and 
bleeding problems, and it 
may provide insight into the 
status of your dog’s im-
mune system 
 
Serum Chem. Profile 
Used for assessing the 
status of the liver, kidneys, 
pancreas and other or-
gans. 
 
Urinalysis 
Checked for evidence of 
infection and to assess 
kidney function. 
 
Fecal Analysis 
Checked for evidence of 
parasites and unusual bac-
teria and protozoa. 
 
Other Tests 
Radiography, echocardi-
ography, abdominal sono-
graphy, thyroid and adrenal 
gland testing, blood pres-
sure measurement, or liver, 
pancreas, and small intes-
tine function, as recom-
mended by your veterinar-
ian. 

Your veterinarian will also 
discuss preventative 
health recommendations 
with you to help keep 
your senior cat healthy 
and happy, including in-
formation on: 
 
· Dental and oral care 
· Diet and nutrition 
· Weight control 
· Exercise guidelines 

to maintain your pet’s 
mobility 

· Parasite control 
· Vaccination risk man-

agement 
· Maintenance of your 

pet’s mental health 
· Environmental condi-

tions for maintaining 
health 

 
Your senior cat has given 
you loyal, lifelong love 
and companionship. With 
a little extra care and at-
tention, you and your vet-
erinarian can help your 
cat enjoy the golden 
years and live a happier, 
fuller life. 

 
 

the fact that cats are now 
living longer than ever 
before. Fortunately, sev-
eral effective treatments 
are available and with 
early diagnosis, treatment 
is usually successful. 
 
In the vast majority of 
cases, hyperthyroidism is 
caused by benign nod-
ules called adenomas 
that form on one or both 
lobes of the thyroid gland, 
causing the gland to pro-
duce excessive amounts     
(cont, pg 3) 

Common Conditions:  Hyperthyroidism 

�
����������������	�

����
�������
�	�
�
�

· �������������	��
�
· ���������
����	�
	��
�
· ����������������
���������	�
	��
�
· ���	����
�
· ��������	����
�
· ��
����	��������	�
�
�
�
�

If your older cat is eating 
well but still losing weight, 
has an unkempt haircoat, 
and seems restless or 
even hyperactive, there’s 
a good chance that he or 
she may have a disease 
of the thyroid gland known 
as hyperthyroidism.  
 
The most common hor-
monal disorder in middle-
aged to senior cats, hy-
perthyroidism occurs in 
males and females alike, 
has a median age of on-
set of 13 years of age, 
and is so wide-spread 

that routine screening for 
the disorder is usually 
part of most veterinari-
ans’ twice-a-year senior 
care wellness exams. 
The incidence of hyper-
thyroidism is increasing, 
perhaps due in part to 
heightened awareness 
and screening as well as 
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of thyroid hormones. 
These hormones regulate 
metabolism, including the 
rate at which your cat’s 
body burns calories, and 
ultimately affect every 
system in the body. Your 
veterinarian may be able 
to feel the enlarged 
lobes, located in the front 
of the neck on either side 
of the windpipe, and will 
confirm the diagnosis 
with a lab test to check 
thyroid hormone levels in 
the blood.  
 
 The most common sign 
of hyperthyroidism in cats 
is weight loss despite 
increasing food consump-
tion, followed by a decline 
in grooming with exces-
sive shedding and mat-
ting, increased thirst and 
urination, and sporadic 
vomiting and diarrhea. 
Your veterinarian may 
also detect a rapid heart-
beat, which can be an 
early sign of dilated car-
diomyopathy, a serious 
consequence of un-

· Medical treatment 
with an oral anti-
thyroid medication 

· Surgery to remove 
the abnormal thyroid 
lobe (thyroidectomy) 

· Radioactive iodine 
therapy 

 
Each has its advantages 
and disadvantages, and 
the choice of therapy may 
depend on your cat’s 
overall health, the sever-
ity of symptoms and ex-
tent of disease, availability 
(of radioactive iodine), and 
the expense involved with 
each option.  
 
Early detection increases 
the chances of treatment 
success in most feline 
diseases, including hyper-
thyroidism. As your cat 
enters the senior years, 
visiting your veterinarian 
twice a year for senior 
care wellness exams be-
comes more important 
than ever! 

The most frequent com-
plaint of senior pet own-
ers is dental problems, 
including bad breath and 
difficulty eating.  More 
than 85% of cats over 
four years of age have 
some form of periodontal 
disease, a painful inflam-
matory condition in which 
bacteria attack the gums, 
ligament, and bone tis-
sues that surround and 
support the teeth.  Senior 
cats, generally those 
seven or more years of 
age, are especially sus-
ceptible to periodontal 
disease. 
 
That’s why it’s important 
to have your  cat’s teeth  

examined by your veteri-
narian on a routine basis.  
If left unchecked, bacteria 
from the mouth can enter 
the bloodstream and 
travel to major organs, 
starting infection there 
and serious compromis-
ing the health of your cat. 
 
Most periodontal infec-
tions begin simply 
enough.  Plaque, which is 
composed of bacteria, 
salivary proteins, and 
food debris, builds up in 
the groove between teeth 
and gums, causing irrita-
tion, redness, and swell-
ing.  Eventually pockets 
form and deepen, allow-
ing  bacteria   to  damage  

Common Conditions:   
Periodontal Disease 

treated hyperthyroidism 
in which the muscle wall 
of the cat’s heart be-
comes thickened, even-
tually leading to heart 
failure and death. Other 
cardiac signs and symp-
toms can include heart 
murmur, high blood pres-
sure, weakness, and 
panting or labored 
breathing.  
 
Many of these symptoms 
could indicate other dis-
eases, and will not all be 
present in each and 
every cat with hyperthy-
roidism, but because the 
disease is so common 
and can be treated, every 
middle-aged or older cat 
that has any of these 
symptoms should be 
tested for hyperthyroid-
ism. 
 
Once a diagnosis of hy-
perthyroidism has been 
confirmed, your veterinar-
ian will discuss the follow-
ing treatment options with 
you: 

the tissues that hold teeth 
in place. 
 
At this stage, bacteria 
from the oral infection 
have a clear path to the 
cat’s bloodstream and 
vital organs.  The organs 
with the highest blood 
flow are most susceptible 
to infections:  lungs, 
heart, kidneys, liver and 
even the brain.  Damage 
to these organs caused 
by infection may shorten 
a cat’s life. 
 
Look for these warning 
signs: 
· Bad breath—one of 

the  first signs of den-
tal disease 

· Pain or bleeding 
when your cat eats or 
when the mouth or 
gums are touched 

· Decreased appetite 
or difficulty eating 

· Loose or missing 
teeth 

 
If your cat displays any of 
these signs, periodontal 
disease may be present. 
 
Regular dental checkups 
are important to maintain-
ing not only your cat’s 
oral health, but overall 
health as well. In fact, 
because cats age more 
quickly than humans, 
dental exams should be-
come more frequent, per-
haps every six months, 
as your pet ages. Think 
of it as a necessary part 
of your cat’s preventive 
care plan. Talk to your 
veterinarian about profes-
sional dental care and 
what you can do to keep 
your cat’s teeth and body 
healthy. 

Common 
Conditions: 

Chronic  
Kidney  
Disease 

 
Chronic kidney disease, 
also known as chronic 
renal failure, is one of the 
most common age-
related conditions seen in 
senior cats. Unlike acute 
kidney failure, which 
comes on suddenly and 
is usually caused by poi-
soning or ingestion of 
toxic substances, such as 
antifreeze, or inadequate 
blood flow to the kidneys, 
chronic kidney failure is a 
slowly progressive dis-
ease in which kidney 
function declines unno-
ticed over     (cont, pg 3) 
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months or even years 
before signs appear. In 
most cases, the initiating 
event is unknown. 
Chronic kidney disease 
occurs very frequently; 
cats may show early 
signs of kidney damage 
at 10 to 14 years of age.  
 
The damage to the kid-
neys is irreversible, but 
supportive treatment 
can improve your cat’s 
quality of life and slow 
down the progression 
of the disease. 

 
In healthy cats, the kid-
neys act to filter and ex-
crete the body’s toxic 
waste products. The kid-
neys concentrate and 
eliminate waste products 
in urine and return water 
and salts to the body to 
maintain normal hydra-
tion and electrolyte bal-
ance. In most cases of 
chronic renal failure, the 
kidneys simply “wear out” 
as part of the aging proc-
ess and are no longer 
able to efficiently filter 
waste products from the 
blood. Fortunately, most 
animals do not show 
signs of kidney failure 
until about 70 to 75% of 
kidney function has been 
lost. At this point, a vi-
cious cycle develops: The 
kidneys become less able 
to excrete the natural 
body toxins and less able  

to retain water, producing 
large quantities of very 
dilute urine and building 
up toxins within the 
bloodstream. In response 
to the increased fluid loss 
in the urine, the cat drinks 
more and more water. 
 
Two of the earliest and 
most easily recognized 
clinical signs of chronic 
kidney failure are in-
creased thirst, or polydip-
sia and increased urina-
tion, or polyuria. Other 
signs include the need to 
urinate at night, or noc-
turia, weight loss, vomit-
ing, loss of appetite, 
weakness, poor haircoat, 
pale gums, diarrhea, 
blood in vomit or black, 
tarry stool, bad breath, 
oral ulcers, and behavior 
changes. Symptoms tend 
to worsen as the disease 
progresses. 
 
Most of these symptoms 
could also be signs of 
other diseases commonly 
found in older cats. 
Therefore, the diagnosis 
of chronic kidney failure 
requires both: 
 
Blood tests to determine 
the levels of two waste 
products, urea and 
creatinine, which are nor-
mally excreted in the 
urine; elevated concen-
trations suggest chronic 
kidney failure; and 
 
Urinalysis to measure 
your cat’s urine specific 
gravity; dilute, poorly con-
centrated urine helps to 
confirm the diagnosis. 
 
With aggressive treat-
ment, many cats can 
live months or years 
after a diagnosis of kid-
ney failure, but others 
may not respond as 
well to therapy.   
 

In many cases, the pet 
will initially need to be 
hospitalized to undergo 
diuresis, a procedure dur-
ing which large quantities 
of intravenous fluids are 
administered over 2 to 5 
days to flush out the kid-
neys in an attempt to re-
store as much kidney 
function as possible. If 
that is successful, chronic 
therapy focuses on main-
taining water balance and 
controlling complications 
such as high blood pres-
sure (hypertension), ane-
mia, blood salts, and 
vomiting and diarrhea. 
 
Diet is a key element in 
the treatment of chronic 
kidney failure. Your vet-
erinarian will recommend 
an appropriate prescrip-
tion diet with restricted 
protein and low phos-
phate content. Adequate 
water intake is also es-
sential. You’ll need to 
monitor the amount of 
food and water your cat 
consumes each day.  
 
Many patients benefit 
from the administration of 
fluids under the skin. 
Subcutaneous (SQ) fluids 
dramatically increase 
daily water consumption 
and help to keep the kid-
neys functioning as well 
as possible. Your clinic’s 
veterinary technician will 
teach you how to admin-
ister SQ fluids to your cat. 
Although it sounds diffi-
cult, most owners find the 
technique easy to per-
form, and most cats will 
tolerate it well. 
 
Hypertension is a com-
mon and dangerous com-
plication of chronic kidney 
failure Blood pressure 
should be monitored in all 
cats with kidney failure to 
help prevent further dam-

age to the kidneys. Left 
untreated, high blood 
pressure speeds up the 
progression of the kidney 
failure and can also dam-
age the retinas, resulting 
in sudden blindness. 
Medications may be nec-
essary to maintain normal 
blood pressure as well as 
other complications. 
�
While kidney transplants 
and dialysis treatments 
can be performed in cats, 
these procedures may 
not be practical, readily 
available, or affordable 
options.  
 
Treatment of any 
chronic disease is an 
ongoing process that 
r e q u i r e s  w o r k i n g 
closely as a team with 
your veterinarian and 
clinic staff. The success 
of your cat’s treatment for 
chronic kidney failure de-
pends in large part on 
you. Your reward for 
carefully following your 
veterinarian’s instructions 
on diet, medications, and 
supportive home care will 
be improved quality of 
life, and possibly even a 
few extra golden years, 
for your faithful compan-
ion. 


