
Elderly cat care – Further information guide 

 

As humans are living longer, so too are cats.  This is due to a number of reasons but 

mainly the diet offered to cats is now refined and veterinary science has progressed 

over the years. Cats which are well cared for should expect to reach an age well into 

their teens. Elderly cats even if they appear to be healthy need to be monitored 

closely as their immune systems are not as good as with a younger cat and so they 

are susceptible to disease.  Older cats like change even less and may be irritable at 

being removed from their familiar surroundings. They require small feeds and often 

reverting back to kitten routine of 4 meals a day.  They tend to be less active and 

sleep more so they must be kept warm and have easy access to their beds and tray. 

With old age they are not as agile and may have stiffening of the joints. For the 

elderly cats we place steps in the runs and chalets so they are able to lie on the 

shelves if they wish. Elderly cats should be weighed regularly and observed for any 

changes in their behaviour or health status as prompt treatment can manage many 

problems associated with old age extending not only the length of life but also 

improving the quality of life.  Old age can be accompanied by a number of conditions 

which are usually age related. I have included some of the conditions more 

commonly seen in the elderly cat. 

With the advance in veterinary science hypertension is now commonly recognised in 

older cats.  A few years ago one of my elderly studs was diagnosed with high blood 

pressure and given medication Fortekor which enabled him to lead a full and active 

life for many years. Blood pressure should be monitored twice yearly in the older 

cats and also any cat which has any condition associated with hypertension i.e. renal 

disease heart disease, hyperthyroidism, and blindness.   

Another condition often found in cats of advancing years is Diabetes mellitus. Diabetic cats 

need special care and careful monitoring even if they are stable.  Intake of water should be 

monitored if it increases or fluctuates greatly from day to day veterinary advice should be 

sought as this could be indicative of poor control of the disease. Food intake should be 

monitored cats need to eat before administering the dose of insulin.  Also if a cat vomits 

after eating the dosage to administer must be discussed with the vet. The  demeanour of the 

cat is indicative of trouble the cat should be bright and interactive if the cat appears 

lethargic, is unsteady on its legs, licking its lips all these are signs of a possible insulin 

overdose. In severe cases they can have convulsions and fall into a coma.  When this 

happens the blood sugar levels drop and this is dangerous the cat should be given glucose 

solution immediately or failing that rub honey around the gums and take to the vet as an 

emergency.  The likelihood of an overdose even if the drug has been administered correctly 

is not impossible.  Diabetic cats are prone to other complications so if the cat has vomiting, 

diarrhoea, panting, loss of appetite, dehydration or worse total collapse this could be 

indicative of ketoacidosis which can be fatal and emergency treatment is required. It is 

essential to maintain the same feeding regime regarding amounts and time fed.  Insulin 

should also be administered at the same time daily. 

Elderly cats may well suffer from Arthritis which is simply the inflammation of the joints 

which causes stiffness and pain.  The cause varies it may be from trauma i.e. road traffic 

accident, or a generalised joint disease or simply through old age.  Usually the cat will be on 

medication such as Metacam but these drugs do have side effects they can cause vomiting 

and diarrhoea.  If blood is seen in either veterinary treatment should be sought and the use 

of the drug withdrawn until the vet has advised a course of action.  The arthritic cat will have 



difficulty in climbing and jumping.  A comfy warm bed should be on floor level and the litter 

tray should be easily accessible.  At night it is good practice to add extra warmth to the bed a 

bag filled with a special corn which can be heated in the microwave before placing in the 

bed can be a great help.  The advantage to this is it supplies extra warmth and the bag is not 

rigid like a hot water bottle so it envelopes the body adding extra warmth to the stiff joints.  

Arthritic cats often struggle to clean themselves properly so they need extra grooming.  

Ageing cats can suffer from kidney disease; chronic renal failure in elderly cats is very 

common it is likened to heart disease in man for being one of the biggest killers of cats.  It is 

incurable and is a progressive disease.  It can be managed by drug and diet therapy and the 

cat can gain some more time of quality of life.  Apart from the administering of drugs and 

the specialised diet once again the cat must be carefully monitored.  The cat must have 

access to water at all times and the amount drunk daily must be recorded as they must be 

encouraged to drink this can be done by adding water to the wet feed.  Cats with renal 

problems can become dehydrated and this is a major problem and requires immediate 

veterinary attention.  The amount of urine in the tray should also be noted as in some cases 

the tray can be flooded with urine and again this could lead to dehydration.  A careful eye 

must be kept on their general health any signs of vomiting or diarrhoea requires veterinary 

treatment. Change in behaviour such as reluctance to eat or lethargy should be noted.  The 

cat should be weighed regularly as weight loss is a common symptom due to poor appetite 

in cats suffering from renal failure.  Regular grooming of the cat is important as these cats 

suffer from dull, dandruffy coats and sometimes the fur is clumped so regular grooming is 

important.  Like all cats they should be kept warm and comfortable but because invariably 

they have a poor body mass they need extra warmth. 

Another common condition seen in elderly cats is Hyperthyroidism this term describes cats 

that produce excessive thyroid hormones in their thyroid gland.  It is usually a condition seen 

in middle aged and elderly cats.  This is another progressive disease and the cats can be thin, 

the coats can be in poor condition, they can be hyperactive or irritable.  A cat with this 

condition can resemble in appearance one with renal failure.  Therefore a number of things 

apply to both when looking after the cat. I.E close monitoring, grooming, extra warmth.  The 

cat will be on medication and the dosage will be different depending on the cat and the 

severity but they may need as many as 3 doses daily so these must be administered.  Often 

these cats have other medical needs such as a heart condition and then there are more 

medications.  Cats with hyperthyroidism have a voracious appetite so will need feeding 

more often.  A plentiful supply of water is needed as they suffer from increased thirst again 

food and water intake and output must be monitored.  The drugs can cause side effects so 

careful attention should be paid to the skin, and the liver can also be affected so any signs of 

jaundice should be looked for on a daily basis.  If the cat appears unwell the vet should be 

consulted. 

With old age the body parts can begin to wear out, and the heart is particularly susceptible 

to wear.  There are a number of heart conditions that can present problems.  Firstly there 

are those which the cat has been born with – congenital defects such as faulty valves and 

hole in the heart. Then there is heart disease which develops during the cat’s life often as 

said above these can be secondary to other conditions such as hyperthyroidism. They can 

suffer a heart attack, a thrombosis which can lead to paralysis or high blood pressure which 

can lead to a cranial bleed. For this reason careful note must be taken of the breathing, is it 

laboured or is the cat panting.  The respiratory rate should be checked as often as possible. 

Careful note should be made of mobility any stiffness or lameness may be a precursor to a 

thrombosis.  Any signs of a problem with vision the cat appearing confused spaced out or 

obviously blind indicates high blood pressure.  Cats may be on medication and this must be 

administered.  Lethargy or loss of appetite should be investigated by the vet but cats with 



heart conditions can sleep a lot. A careful eye should be kept on the membranes of the 

mouth and eyes if trouble is suspected these should be checked for any blue tinge which is 

an emergency situation.  Cats with heart problems need to be relaxed and so stress needs to 

be avoided as much as possible. 

As the cat advances in years there will inevitably be some changes to his lifestyle.  Exercise 

will diminish and it will be necessary for the owner to keep a careful watch on the length of 

the claws these will need trimming.  Bladder control may weaken and therefore it is best to 

have litter trays easily accessible in more than one room.  The cat will require more warmth 

and will sleep for longer periods.  Elderly cats do not like change and this can present an 

owner with a problem. It is for this reason it is always advisable to board your cat regularly 

from an early age, you never know when it may be necessary to board your cat and if your 

cat is used to being boarded, even as it becomes elderly it will not find it such a stressful 

experience.  

 

 

 


