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Learning objectives

• Understand how to recognise
and measure acute and chronic 
pain

• Understand the multimodal 
approach to treating pain

• Recognise the welfare 
implications for not treating pain 
and the benefits to treating pain



Recognising pain in dogs

• Not wanting to be touched (back of cage, 
hiding)

• Disinterested in food or surroundings 
(behavioural changes)

• Interfering with wound/painful area or 
guarding wound/painful area

• Prayer position

• Tense, rigid, reluctant or unable to move

• Altered breathing

• Head down



Recognising pain in dogs
• Squinting of eyes

• Pulled back ears

• Tense face

• Altered posture (hunched, 
tense abdomen)

• Vocalising



Recognising pain in cats

•Hunched, legs straight

•Slanted or squinty eyes

•Recumbent, tense or rigid, 
reluctant to move

•Hiss, flinch or claw



Recognising pain in cats

•Back of cage (behavioural
changes)

•Altered breathing

•Disinterested in food, 
grooming, surroundings

•Altered posture

•Vocalising



But wait…..

• Many of the descriptors mentioned may be exhibited due to 
other factors such as stress, illness or fear and therefore 
cannot be reliably used to identify pain.

• Although widely recognised by many animal carers as 
indicators of pain, it is open to personal interpretation by the 
observer. 

• Pain recognition can be subjective. Two people seeing the 
exact same thing can disagree. This can be down to individual 
feelings and experience. 



What do you think about my appearance today?

• Subjective

• Individual

• Own opinion



• Subjective 

• Individual

•Own opinion

Objective

Unanimous

Scientific fact



Vocalisation Attention to wound

Mobility

Response to touch



The recommended analgesic intervention level is 6/24 or 5/20

Demeanour

Activity



Pet versus free roaming dogs

• Free roaming/street dogs not used 
to being handled

• Glasgow pain scale may not be 
appropriate for them

• Free roaming dogs may exhibit signs 
of pain BEFORE surgery due to being 
caught and confined

• Facial indicators of pain and body 
posture may be more appropriate 



Free video resource 
Includes pain recognition for free roaming dogs

Approx. 25 videos in development

• Focus on ‘Good practice’

• ‘How to’ guides – practically relevant to 
the CNR context

• Accessible to all and free to use

• Supported by written transcripts

• Co-funded by Dogs Trust Worldwide and 
in collaboration with a variety of Dog 
Population Management organisations



Before pain relief 



After pain relief



Glasgow  Feline Composite Measure Pain Scale: Feline 
Choose the most appropriate expression from each section and total the scores to calculate the 
pain score for the cat. If more than one expression applies choose the higher score   

LOOK AT THE CAT IN ITS CAGE:  

Is it? 

Question 1     

• Silent / purring / meowing       0 

• Crying/growling / groaning       1 

Question 2        

• Relaxed          0        

• Licking lips        1        

• Restless/cowering at back of cage   2        

• Tense/crouched        3        

• Rigid/hunched        4 

Question 3         

• Ignoring any wound or painful area      0       

• Attention to wound        1 

Question 4 a) 

• Look at the following caricatures. Circle 
the drawing which best depicts the cat’s 
ear position?  



Question 4 b) 

• Look at the shape of the muzzle in the following caricatures. Circle the drawing which appears 
most like that of the cat? 

APPROACH THE CAGE, CALL THE CAT BY NAME & STROKE ALONG ITS BACK  FROM HEAD TO TAIL 

Question 5 Does it?             

• Respond to stroking       0        

Is it?                 

• Unresponsive        1         

• Aggressive         2 



Question 6 Does it?                 

• Do nothing         0         

• Swish tail/flatten ears           1        

• Cry/hiss         2         

• Growl        3         

• Bite/lash out        4     

Question 7 General impression Is the cat?         

• Happy and content        0         

• Disinterested/quiet        1         

• Anxious/fearful        2         

• Dull         3         

• Depressed/grumpy        4 

IF IT HAS A WOUND OR PAINFUL AREA, APPLY GENTLE PRESSURE 5 CM  AROUND THE SITE. 
IN THE ABSENCE OF ANY PAINFUL AREA APPLY SIMILAR PRESSURE AROUND THE HIND LEG 
ABOVE THE KNEE  

Pain Score … /20

Recommended analgesic intervention level is 5/20 





Make good habits

• Laminate a Glasgow canine and feline 
pain scale and have them up in each 
kennel area

• Record finding on animal’s record and 
inform vet if over 5 or 6

• Even easier still…..



Why is pain important?

Welfare is a major concern

but also…
• Increased blood pressure and heart rate 

• Increased stress response

• Decreased wound healing

• Reduces mobility

• Don’t want to eat

• Poor growth and weight gain

• Depression & sleep disturbances (in humans)

• Poorly controlled acute pain can lead to chronic pain (in humans)



It might be pain! 

• 70% of dogs referred to clinical 
animal behaviourists in the UK 
for behavioural problems were 
IN PAIN

• Their ‘behavioural problems’ 
were pain related



Multimodal analgesia

• Different analgesic drugs work on different 
pain receptors along the pain pathway

• Use it pre-emptively to prevent an increased 
pain response later

• Synergy – interaction of drugs to produce a 
combined effect greater than the sum of the 
individual effects

• Lower doses are required so there may be 
less side-effects

• These are different classes of drugs so can be 
used safely together



Multimodal analgesia for acute pain

Opioid Dissociative 

anaesthesia

NSAID COX  inhibitor Local 

anaesthetics

Morphine

Pethidine 

Methadone

Buprenorphine

Fentanyl

Butorphanol

Tramadol (only in 

50% of dogs)

Ketamine Carprofen 

(Rimadyl)

Meloxicam 

(Metacam)

Robenacoxib

(Onsior) 

Paracetamol

*Dogs only*

Lidocaine 

Bupivicaine



Give a test dose

• Pain scales shouldn’t over ride 
clinical impression

• If you are ever in doubt if an animal 
is painful or not, give pain relief (a 
test dose) and reassess

• Pain score 30 mins after giving drug 
– was it enough?



Chronic Pain

• The most common chronic pain condition in dogs 
and cats is osteoarthritis 

• Loss of joint cartilage, thickening of the joint 
capsule and new bone formation around the 
joint

• Occurs secondary to developmental orthopaedic 
disease, such as cruciate ligament disease, hip 
dysplasia, and knee cap dislocation. 

• In a species that gleans much of its quality of life 
from physical activity, this has significant 
implications on its welfare



Signs of osteoarthritis

• Stiffness and lameness. Often evident 
after a period of rest, especially after a 
period of activity

• The stiffness can often ‘warm out’ after a 
few minutes

• Pain. The owner might see moaning, 
restless sleep and altered behaviour 
(including aggression) 

• Reluctance to climb, jump and exercise 



Other types of chronic pain

• Intervertebral disc disease

• Cancer

• Non-malignant neuropathies 
(nerve disease) and myopathies (muscle 

disease)

• Dental disease

• Ear infections



Owner Observations

• The clinical observations owners 
generally make are related to behaviour 
changes in their pets: 

• They notice the growing absence of 
behaviours once considered routine 
(reduced abilities)

• Persistent poor appetite, sleeping more 
than usual/lethargy and decreased 
grooming behaviour (cats)



Chronic pain scales have been developed for vets to score 
osteoarthritis (only validated in dogs)



The owner or carer fills in the questionnaire



The owner or carer fills in the questionnaire



The vet calculates the score



The vet calculates the score



• A pain score should be done before any treatment 
(intervention) is started

• After the intervention (medical treatment, surgery, 
supplements etc) a pain score should be repeated and 
regularly done to ensure ongoing control of chronic pain



Multimodal analgesia for chronic pain

NSAID
(Non Steroidal Anti-

inflammatory 

Drugs)

COX inhibitors Anticonvulsant
(Treats neuropathic 

pain)

Carprofen

(Rimadyl)

Meloxicam

(Metacam)

Robenacoxib

(Onsior) 

Paracetamol 

*Dogs only*

Gabapentin

• Other interventions

• Physiotherapy / Hydrotherapy / 
Acupuncture

• Surgery

• Supplements

• Weight loss! (In obese patients with 
osteoarthritis)

• Don’t forget time spent with an animal, 
stroking it, and a warm comfortable bed 
help enormously too



Summary

• Acute and chronic pain can be recognised by 
observing the animal’s body language and 
behaviour

• Acute and chronic pain can be measured using:

• Glasgow Composite Pain Scale Canine and Feline 
- Acute pain

• Liverpool Osteoarthritis in Dogs (LOAD) - Chronic 
pain

• The University of Edinburgh’s ‘Catch Neuter 
Return – Good Practice Guides’ is highly 
recommended and free

• Pain is detrimental to an animal’s health and 
wellbeing and a multimodal approach to treating 
it is preferable



Thank you


