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The author has made every effort to provide the most current information; however, the understanding of veterinary medicine, pet behavior, and training is constantly improving. Provide optimum health care for your pets by regularly consulting a veterinarian. Ongoing behavior problems are best addressed by a professional pet therapist, behavior consultant, or trainer.  

Neither the publisher nor the author is engaged in rendering professional advice or services to the individual reader. The ideas, procedures, and suggestions contained in this book are not intended as a substitute for consulting with your pet’s physician and/or qualify trainer/behaviorist. All matters regarding your pet’s health require medical supervision. Neither the author nor the publisher shall be liable or responsible for any loss or damage allegedly arising from any information or suggestion in this book. While the author has made every effort to provide accurate product names, telephone numbers and/or Internet addresses at the time of publication, neither the publisher nor the author assumes any responsibility for errors, or for changes that occur after publications.
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For Seren—

21 years were not enough.
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The last twenty years has seen an evolution in the way people treat their cats. We have become a nation of cat lovers. According to the 2023-2024 American Pet Products Association Survey, there are 62 million cats kept in 46.5 percent of U.S. households, a number expected to rise. No longer are they thought of as mere pets. More than seventy percent of owners consider their pets to be part of their family. Consequently, the health care extended to furry family members has been greatly expanded. 

A lifetime of better care means cats today live longer, healthier lives than ever before. In the past 50 years the average lifespan of cats has tripled, and many now live into their late teens or early twenties. Susan Little, DVM, a feline specialist at Bytown Cat Hospital in Ottawa, Canada, says, “Having better nutrition and better health care for cats when they’re younger means you see a lot more older cats.” 

Today, half of all pet owners have an animal aged seven or older. What has prompted this shift to an aged pet population? For one thing, cats used to spend most of their time outside with little or no supervision. Consequently, they became victims of extremes of temperature, malice from disgruntled neighbors or other pets, exposure to disease and accidental injuries that cut their lives short. 

For example, cats of the past were typically infested with a variety of disease-causing parasites, which also made them more susceptible to other illness and less able to recover. They ate a mixed diet of table scraps, commercial canned food, and whatever wildlife they could catch. Viral diseases such as panleukopenia (cat distemper) and upper respiratory infections killed 50 percent or more of kittens before their first birthday. Repeated pregnancies without proper nutritional support also caused early death to the mother cats and produced offspring that often were unable to survive past kittenhood. Roaming and squabbling over breeding issues resulted in debilitating fight injuries among adults, and if a cat’s behavior became a problem, he was put to death. Being hit by a car was also a top cause of early feline death. Even when cats survived, owners often were unable or unwilling to treat the injuries, in part because cats were considered to be replaceable. Although a vaccine for cat distemper was available, in 1965, veterinarians saw fewer than 25 percent of pet cats even once a year and most cats weren’t protected. Many cats died of feline leukemia virus (FeLV), which was first identified in 1967, or from feline infectious peritonitis (FIP). There were no treatments or preventives available. People simply put the injured or sick cat to sleep, then got another pet and didn’t think much about it. 

Until relatively recently, few cats lived long enough to suffer from “old cat” conditions such as arthritis, or hyperthyroidism. Those that did were rarely treated, either because owners weren’t interested, or the veterinary community hadn’t yet developed the ability to diagnosed and treat such things on a routine basis.  

Today, cats are living longer primarily because owners are more knowledgeable and take better care of them, says Steven L. Marks, BVSc, a surgeon clinical associated professor of critical care at North Carolina State University. In the U.S., most pet cats live most of the time inside the house with their human family. Many cats are exclusively indoor pets. And if a behavior problem develops, instead of replacing the cat, owners seek help to correct the problem.

Secondly, cats are living longer because better veterinary treatments now are available and are sought by owners. Cats routinely receive preventive medications to guard against deadly pests such as heartworms, intestinal parasites, ticks and fleas. Palatable and nutritious cat foods support the animal’s physical health to develop healthy bones, muscles and immune system during all life stages—kitten growth, reproduction, adult maintenance, and senior cats. Regular cat foods are now designed to prevent the most common type of urinary stone, and also contain the proper amounts of essential nutrients, such as taurine, which has virtually eliminated a type of heart disease and blindness that used to affect cats.  

Advances in preventive medicine saved the lives of countless felines when highly effective vaccinations for upper respiratory diseases were developed in the mid-1970s. The 1980s saw the introduction of better tests and vaccines for FeLV. And a new treatment for feline infectious peritonitis (FIP) shows great promise. Once feline immunodeficiency virus (FIV) was identified in 1987, accurate tests helped prevent the spread of the deadly virus. The first preventive FIV vaccine, released in 2002, saves even more cat lives. 

Modern breeders study the science and genetics of reproduction to ensure that they produce healthy pedigreed animals that live longer. Spaying and neutering of pet cats at an early age has become the norm. This eliminates potential behavior problems as well as health issues such as breast cancer, and helps to increase the lifespan of cats. 

Finally, cats are living longer because many pet owners choose to treat chronic conditions such as diabetes and arthritis, and are able and willing to offer a wide range of treatment and home care to keep aging cats healthy, happy and active. Rather than car accidents or viruses that cut lives short, modern cats more typically succumb to diseases such as cancer, heart, or kidney failure that tend to strike after age 10. Modern treatments help maintain the cat’s quality of life, and this better care translates into extra years of enjoyment people can share with their special cats. 

Extra years together mean the loving bond people share with cats becomes even stronger as time goes by. Older cats also offer benefits—steadiness, known behaviors and temperament, calm demeanor—which kittens take years to develop. For instance, children may grow up with a special cat who serves as a playmate; then as the cat ages, he evolves into a best friend and confidant during the child’s turbulent teenage years. A cat can be the comforting constant in families split apart by divorce, offering stress relief to both the adults and children involved. 

A cat accompanies his youthful owner to college, is a study buddy and party friend, and then travels down the aisle with him (sometimes literally!) when the owner begins his new family. A graying older cat often “adopts” human babies as her own, and then serves as playmate or a furry security blanket to the infant. Aging cats can also give a new purpose and fill the void left in the household when children leave for college, or when a loved one’s death leaves the surviving spouse bereft.
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Using This Book
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An outstanding source of information about your aging cat’s needs is your veterinarian. Many times, though, he or she will only have a limited amount of time available during visits to answer your questions. That’s why today’s cat owners educate themselves about feline needs and arrive at the veterinary office armed with information gathered from research on the Internet, other pet owners, and books—such as Complete Care For Your Aging Cat. 

You are reading these pages because you cherish the relationship you share with your older cat—whether he’s an active seven-year-old, or a mellow 17-year-old feline. Complete Care For Your Aging Cat not only offers great information about what physical and emotional changes may happen as your cat becomes a senior citizen, and how veterinary care can help, it also provides practical solutions to common problems, contact information for helpful products, educational and emotional support resources, and countless cost-saving home treatments.

Owners of aging cats typically are willing to provide the extra care that keeps pets happy and comfortable. Medical help is a big part of that. Because many people are interested in alternative care in their own lives, a discussion of the pros and cons of “holistic” and conventional “allopathic” medicine for cats is covered in the book. Both approaches offer great benefits for senior cats, and combination therapies—called complementary medicine—may provide the greatest help. 

On the conventional side, veterinary specialists such as surgeons and oncologists usually cost more, but they offer cutting-edge care that many cat owners are willing to fund in order to keep their cats feeling good. In fact, repeated surveys by the American Animal Hospital Association (AAHA) indicate more than 70 percent of pet owners would go into debt for their pet’s wellbeing. Yet cats get the short end of the veterinary stick.

The American Veterinary Medical Association's 2022 U.S. Pet Ownership and Demographics Sourcebook published results from surveying 2,011 households in 2021. This information, compiled about every two years and shared with the United States census, reports that in 2021, 81.8 percent of the dog population visited the vet, versus only 39.8 percent of cats. The cost of treatment may be one reason, so I’ve included breakout information titled Bottom Line which estimate how much a given diagnosis and therapy might cost. 



It’s All About The Cat!

The CATalyst Council formed in 2008 to improve the status of cats and counter the trend of felines receiving less care than canine counterparts. This coalition of the veterinary community, academia, nonprofits, industry, and animal welfare organizations includes the American Association of Feline Practitioners (AAFP), the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA), the Society of Animal Welfare Administrators (SAWA) and the American Animal Hospital Association (AAHA).

More and more pet owners purchase health insurance for their cats because it can make treatments and care for chronic illnesses—even cutting-edge and alternative therapies—quite affordable for the average owner. A checklist for evaluating pet insurance is included to help you make informed decisions. Another potential cost-saving measure is home nursing care that also can keep your cat happier and more comfortable during convalescence. The most common nursing techniques are described to help you decide which might be a good option for your situation. 

Because of a lifetime of good care, many aging cats stay quite healthy throughout their golden years and won’t require anything but routine veterinary care for years and years. That makes it even more important for owners to know how to be good partners in their cat’s good health. After all, you live with your cat all year long, you know him best, and you will be the first to recognize a problem and get help if something goes amiss. 

Complete Care For Your Aging Cat offers practical ways to ensure a high level of enjoyment and happiness for both you and your cat, as he continues to age. It’s important to understand how bones and muscles change with age, and that aging eyes and ears can influence behavior, for example. Senior cats often need help grooming themselves and become less willing to walk up and down stairs. Providing a ramp, some comb time, and an extra litter box keeps everyone happy and prevents “accidents” that upset human and cat alike. Many owners of aging cats willingly rearrange their schedules to accommodate their pet—coming home for lunch to give a pill or special meal for the cat, for example. After all, it’s what we do for our friends.

There are so many easy, simple, and inexpensive ways for you to keep an aging cat happy and healthy! This book provides guidelines to create your own “health report card” to keep track of normal versus warning signs and learn when you can treat problems at home and when a veterinary visit is needed. It also includes all the latest research about how pet owners can maintain old-cat physical health by choosing the right nutrition, providing safe and effective exercise, using easy grooming tips, and making positive changes to the cat’s home environment. Old cats may lose their sense of smell so that food is less appealing. Zapping the food in the microwave for 10 seconds may be all that’s necessary to stimulate their flagging appetite. 

As a cat ages, his social standing among the other pets in the household may change. That can be due to health issues, changes in his activity level or reduced ability to hear and see. You can help him adjust to his new position and any physical limitations by using many of the tips offered in this book. Keeping the kitty soul healthy is equally important to quality of life, so you’ll get ideas of ways to enrich your cat’s emotional and mental health. 

Throughout the book you’ll find breakout information with specific tips to help aging cats. For example, Comfort Zone offers product suggestions that are particularly applicable to the wellbeing of senior cats. Look especially for Golden Moments, heartwarming stories of real cats and their people who continued to enjoy life while dealing with old pet concerns. Read how Zepp got a new kidney, Casey beat cancer, Rudy “saw” what’s important, and how Midgie’s legacy of love lives on. If you’re like me, you’ll become a bit misty reading these inspirational stories that honor the love we share for our own cats.

A frank discussion of quality of life issues—your own and the cat’s—is also covered. Every pet partnership is different, and it’s important for you to be sensitive to your family and to your cat, as to when is the best time to end his life. Grief is a normal part of losing a special cat. I’ve suggested ways to validate grief, help yourself and your children through this process, and honor the memory of a special pet.

Don’t forget to look at the resources in the appendix, which include veterinary associations. There’s also a list of must-have home remedies, a glossary of terms, and information about the experts who were interviewed for this book. The credentials of the experts quoted in each chapter are mentioned there only briefly, and further information about where to find them is found in the appendix. Unless otherwise noted, all the “Dr.” designations in the book refer to veterinarians. You or your veterinarian can contact these experts through the university or clinic with which they’re associated to see if your cat might benefit from their help. 

I hope you’ll find this book to be a valuable resource for senior feline care that will benefit you, your cat, and your veterinarian. More than anything, Complete Care For Your Aging Cat is a celebration of the lifetime of love we share with our special pets. Today, pet owners have more and better options than ever before to ensure that they enjoy their cat’s glorious golden years.  
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CHAPTER 1

DEFINING “OLD”
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What is considered “old” for a cat? The question is complicated by the impact of genetics, environment, and individual characteristics. Consider human beings: one person may act, look and feel “old” at 65 while another 65-year-old remains an active athlete with a youthful attitude and appearance. The same is true for our cats. 

“I think that actually varies a lot, and it’s getting older every year,” says Rhonda Schulman, DVM, an internist at VCA Animal Hospitals. “It used to be that eight was the major cutoff for the cat that was geriatric. Now we’re moving to the point that’s a prolonged middle age.” 

According to Guinness World Records, the oldest cat on record was Creme Puff owned by Jake Perry of Austin, Texas. Cream Puff born August 3, 1967, died August 6, 2005, at the age of 38 years and three days. Flossie, a deaf and nearly blind cat living in Great Britain was born December 29, 1995 and still living as of 2022 at nearly 27 years. Of course, they are exceptional examples of feline longevity.

According to Dr. Susan Wynn, a veterinary nutritionist, we have no firm definitions that differentiate “senior” from “geriatric” or “aged.” As of 2023, the median life expectancy for cats is 12-14 years, but many live well beyond this age. The 2021 AAHA/AAFP Feline Life Stage Guidelines divide cat ages into four categories – kitten (up to one year), young adult (1-6 years), mature adult (7-10 years), senior (greater than 10 years), and end of life (variable).  

A good definition of old age for an animal is the last 25 percent of their lifespan, says Sarah K. Abood, DVM an assistant professor of nutritionist at Michigan State University. However, since we can’t predict what an individual cat’s lifespan will be, the beginning of old age is a bit arbitrary. Certain families of cats may be longer lived than others, in the same way that some human families enjoy a much greater longevity than others. The lifespan of your cat’s parents and grandparents is a good predictor of how long you can expect your cat to live. People who share their lives with pedigreed cats may be able to access this information through the cat’s breeder. 

Longevity of unknown heritage cats is much more difficult to predict. Even when felines are “part” Siamese or Persian, for example, these felines may inherit the very worst, or the very best, from the parents. The majority of pet cats are domestic shorthair or domestic longhair kitties of mixed ancestry, and the products of unplanned breeding. That by itself points to a poorer-than-average level of health for the parents, which in turn passes on to the kittens. Siblings within the same litter may have different fathers, and can vary greatly in looks, behavior, and health. When all is said and done, one should expect the random-bred cat-next-door kitty to be neither more nor less healthy than their pedigreed cousins—as long as they all receive the same level of care and attention.

“If you get a kitten, it is very likely you will have this cat for the next fifteen to twenty years,” says Dr. Abood. That means the last 25 percent would be 12 to 15 years. 

Veterinarians used to concentrate their efforts on caring for young animals. When pets began to develop age-related problems, the tendency among American owners was to just get another pet. That has changed, and today people cherish their aged furry companions and want to help them live as long as possible. 

Modern cats age seven and older can still live full, happy and healthy lives. Age is not a disease. Age is just age, says Sheila McCullough, DVM, an internist at VCA Animal Hospitals. “There are a lot of things that come with age that can be managed successfully, or the progression delayed. Renal failure cats are classic examples.” It’s not unusual for cats suffering kidney failure to be diagnosed in their late teens or even early twenties. “I had a woman with a 23-year-old cat who asked should she change the diet. I said, don’t mess with success!” says Dr. McCullough. 

These days veterinarians often see still healthy and vital cats of a great age. “I think if the cat lives to 25 years, I shouldn’t be doing anything but saying hello,” says Steven L. Marks, BVSc, a surgeon and clinical associate professor of critical care at North Carolina State University. “If you’ve ever had a pet live that long, you want them all to live that long.”
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Benefits of Senior Cats
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There’s nothing more endearing than a kitten. But they also can be nonstop dynamos, frustrating to predict and a magnet for trouble. Although kittens can be wonderful fun, nothing matches the deep bond we have developed with our old cat buddies over a period of years.

Mature cats have many advantages over kittens. Probably the biggest advantage is that together you have created a partnership, and already know each other and have adjusted to individual needs and foibles. All the hard work is done. She’s been trained to scratch the scratching post and use the litter box. You trust her not to swing from the drapes or empty the potted palm while you’re away. She’s learned to wake you promptly at 6:45 for work and meets you at the door each evening. She no longer climbs the Christmas tree, unrolls the toilet paper, and only rearranges your sock drawer if you’re gone overnight and she’s lonely. She stopped hiding the kids’ stuffed animals and settles for the toy squeaky mouse she’s carried around like a teddy bear since you brought her home ten years ago. She reminds you when it’s time for a pill and afternoon nap—for both of you. And she acts like the new grandbaby is her own kitten, and showers the infant with attention, gentle play, and protective care—dropping favorite cat toys in the crib, and even putting up with toddler tail tugs with a patient feline purr. Countless children have learned to walk while reaching for the tempting tail of a feline friend. 

In fact, one of the best ways to introduce young children to the positive aspects of cats is with a calm, patient adult animal. Parents already have their hands full dealing with infants and toddlers, and don’t need the added stress of an in-your-face kitten. Children can share birthdays with the aging cat and still be relatively young when she enters her golden years. 

It’s not unusual for young people to say that one special cat has always been a part of their life—and in times of family crises or emotional upset, the cat can ease the tension and help heal the pain simply by being there to pet and talk to. A broken heart, disagreements with siblings or parents, even physical or emotional trauma can all be helped by the mere presence of a cat that the child loves. 

An older cat can be a stabilizing influence on children, teach responsibility and empathy for other living creatures, and even act as a social bridge toward making friends with their peers. For example, a child shy of interacting with other children because of a perceived disability often comes out of her shell when accompanied by a furry friend—the cat remains the focus of interaction rather than the child’s “different” look or behavior. Older cats often are ideal for such relationships, because they aren’t as active as younger cats, may be more patient and have learned what to expect. There’s a benefit to the old cat, too—playing and interacting with children keeps the kitty brain and body active and youthful.

The advantages of loving an older cat are not limited to children. Studies have shown that contact with cats offers great physical and emotional health benefits to people, from children and adolescents to adults and senior citizens. 

Couples whose children have left for college and are recent empty nesters can receive great comfort by the presence of a furry companion. People of any age who lose a spouse from divorce or death—but particularly older owners—benefit greatly from a cat’s nonjudgmental love. For instance, petting a cat lowers the blood pressure; and caring for a cat gives owners a purpose to concentrate on beyond the hurt and pain. Playing with and grooming the cat, shopping for litter and food, giving medicine to an old kitty friend, keeps people connected to the world and other people around them. 

Old cats are often the companions of aging owners because that old pet has the same problems they’ve got, says William Tranquilli, DVM, a professor and pain specialist at the University of Illinois (now retired). “They don’t necessarily want a young pet, they want to do what they can to help their old buddy.” They’re willing to spend the money and often have more time to treat chronic disease to try to make the old animal more comfortable. And because the pets that we love are good for human health, just having a cat around can reduce the trips owners take to their own doctors. Some physicians recommend that heart attack survivors keep a pet because it increases their survival.

People of all ages, whose human family members live far away, become even more emotionally dependent on the cat. “I’ve met many elderly people whose cat has become the most important thing in their life. It’s a family member, and it may be the only remaining family member,” says Susan Little, DVM, a feline specialist in Ottawa, Canada. Of those pet owners who have a will, 27 percent have included provisions for their pets. Prolonging the cat’s life touches on a host of social and emotional issues.  

Cats who have spent a decade or more with us have learned what we like and expect—and we’ve learned to anticipate the senior cat’s needs, likes, and dislikes. Over the span of years, we build and then enjoy a comfortable companionship together. Our aging pets share with us our life experiences, successes and failures, joys and sorrows, and they represent milestones in our lives, says Signe Beebe, DVM, a veterinary acupuncturist and herbologist practicing in Sacramento. They may have celebrated with us when we graduated school, married, and had children or grandchildren—or comforted us when we divorced, retired, or lost a spouse. They have been there for us, through everything. The more time we spend together, the greater our affection grows. Our compassion, love, and empathy for each other reach a depth that has no parallel in human existence.

“We share our secret souls with our pets in ways we wouldn’t dare with another human being,” says Dr. Wallace Sife, a psychologist and president of the Association for Pet Loss and Bereavement. “We’re human beings, and love is love. Love for a pet is no different than love for another human being.”
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What To Expect
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Pet owners relish spending time with their older cats. As the cat ages, chances are she’ll need more medical care. The most common health problems of senior cats mirror those of aging humans. They include kidney disease, cancer, diabetes, hyperthyroidism, heart disease, arthritis, obesity, and dental disease. Cats are also prone to sensory loss – eyesight, hearing, and scent sense fade with age. A certain percentage of aging cats also develop behavioral changes that mimic those of human Alzheimer’s patients, says Dr. Little.

“People need to recognize that older animals get diseases more frequently, and most of these diseases are progressive,” says Dr. Marks. Problems such as kidney failure or hyperthyroid disease will not go away, but pets can live with these conditions and enjoy a happy life for months to years after the diagnosis. “I think one of the strategies associated with the senior pet is making the owners aware of what realistic goals are for these particular diseases,” says Bill Fortney, DVM, director of community practice at Kansas State. “In diseases of the young and middle-aged, we often think in terms of cure. But with arthritis, kidney failure, and cancer we look at control, management, and setting realistic quality of life goals for the pet.” 

A large majority of cats remain relatively healthy throughout their golden years and won’t require more than routine medical care. “There are symptoms of aging that don’t seem to impact the quality of life,” says Dr. Fortney. “For example, a cat has a graying muzzle, a little bit of muscle wasting and their eyes are a bit clouded over,” he says. Elderly cats don’t care about gray hair, and they often develop a bluish or hazy-milky pupil called nuclear sclerosis, a normal aging change that won’t bother them.  

Even when they don’t have special health care problems, though, all senior cats require more emotional support and nutritional help than younger pets. As the most important person in your cat’s life, it’s up to you to help her make the transition into a graceful old age. Some changes will be minor and probably won’t cause much of a change to your routine. Others may require bigger commitments on your part to help keep the cat happy and comfortable, as well as reduce the potential for aggravating age-related problems.

For example, you’ll need to provide a new diet designed specifically for the needs of an older cat. If you have a food-motivated cat who inhales anything you put in the bowl, the diet change won’t be a hardship for either one of you. Cats with more discriminating palates, though, may take a bit of adjustment to accept a new diet, particularly since their sense of smell and taste might interfere with how much they like it. You may need to adjust your schedule to increase meals from once or twice a day to three or four times to ensure she gets enough nutrition. Cats with dental problems or missing teeth, common in older cats, often do better on a soft diet rather than dry kibbles.

Similarly, some cats will require more frequent bathroom breaks. That probably won’t be a problem if she has a pet door or spends much of her day in the yard. Otherwise, though, adding another litter box or two—one upstairs and one downstairs, or on both ends of the house—may save your carpet and your relationship.

Older cats often sleep much more during the day, and less at night, and may disrupt your own rest. Something as simple as confining her to a bedroom with all the necessary kitty accoutrements allows you both the luxury of sleeping through the night. Of course, it doesn’t bother some folks to be paw-tapped awake at 3:00 a.m. for a game of chase-the-feather, particularly if you’re getting up anyway for your own late night potty break.

In the picture, Sammy, at age twelve, still manages to reach his favorite lookout, according to owner Bonnie Cheak. Aging cats tend to lose stamina for the long play periods they enjoyed during their youth. Be aware that if she follows you to the basement to help with the laundry, she may beg you to carry her back upstairs. Older cats often have trouble navigating stairs, reaching the favorite window perch, or leaping onto a favorite sofa or the bed. Such cats require a helpful boost up and down. Sammy (in the picture) at age twelve still manages to reach his favorite lookout, but a stool near a preferred perch from his owner Bonnie Cheak would be welcome. You may need to find a more convenient place for her bed—one that’s not elevated, for example, and is toasty-warm from the morning sun. That can help relieve stiff joints.
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If she’s put on the pounds, as many cats do when they get older, she shouldn’t be left outside for long during hot weather. Overweight aging cats overheat much more quickly and can have problems breathing and even die from temperature extremes. Cold weather poses the opposite problem when the skin and fur thins, and aging cats become heat-seekers during the winter months. Cats don’t tolerate wearing clothing as well as dogs do, but some shivery cats may benefit from a sweater during cold weather. 

Cats who spent lots of time outside during their youth do much better as indoor pets, and even prefer an indoor lifestyle once they reach old age. For example, arthritis can make it difficult for them to climb to safety out of the reach of stray dogs, or unable to dodge across the street in time to beat oncoming traffic. A warm blanket or lap to snuggle is preferable to lounging on the hood of a car, particularly when they can’t leap as well to get out of the way when it starts.

Although senior cats are the same constant friend we’ve always known, they become less patient as they get older. She’ll rely more on routine, want her dinner right now, and demand attention this instant. She may continue to enjoy interaction with the other pets and children, but aging cats reach their tolerance level more quickly. Every cat is different and adding a younger pet (or a new baby) to the household gives some cats a jolt of energy like the fountain of youth. But others turn into catty curmudgeons if faced with any change in routine. Stress of any kind can prompt behavior problems, such as scratching the wrong object or urinating outside of the box. She’s not being vindictive or mean. She’s either telling you she has a physical problem, or she’s using these familiar self-scents to calm her nerves and make herself feel better about the upsetting situation.

She may go into mourning, and cry and wander around the house looking for her favorite teenager who’s left for college, or a beloved companion cat that’s died. Shutting her out of the new baby’s room could put her tail in a twist. At any age, and particularly as she grows older, it’s important that the senior citizen cat be made to feel she’s still an important part of the family and included as much as possible. Instead of shutting the door to the nursery, put up a baby gate so she can watch and sniff and hear the new family member, and she’ll be much more interested in taking a positive interest.

Loss of hearing means previously attentive cats seem to ignore you. She may also startle more easily, so you’ll need to explain to visitors and family members not to sneak up on her, or she might hiss or bite out of fear without meaning to. Some hearing-impaired cats begin meowing a lot more—they can’t hear themselves, or you, and so use their “alarm cry” to get attention. You’ll also learn to stomp a foot, wave your hand, or use other visual signals to gain her attention. Cats readily learn hand signals in lieu of voice directions and adjust so quickly to dimming senses that you may not know anything is different at all. For instance, instead of calling “here Kitty Kitty” at mealtime, cats quickly learn that switching the kitchen light on and off at the appropriate time means dinner is served and come running.

If your cat loses her vision, you’ll need to cat-proof the house to protect her from injury. Products designed for child safety can be adapted for use with elderly cats. For example, a baby gate across the stairs will keep her from falling. Baby gates also work well to confine cats into safe—or easily cleaned areas of the home. 

Some boarding facilities make special arrangements for the needs of an older cat. Hotels may welcome Kitty as a guest if arrangements are made in advance. However, because aging cats become so attuned to routine and familiarity, they often do better staying home with a visiting pet sitter when you go out of town, rather than being boarded in a noisy, strange kennel or left in a strange hotel room. 

If a cat requires special medications, you’ll need to make arrangements with a person able to administer the treatment. Ask if one of the technicians at your veterinary clinic is available. Other times, owners make the choice to postpone or forgo some trips to ensure the needs of their cat—both physical and emotional—are met. 
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Golden Moments:
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Making Allowances

When Deborah Harding walked past the pet store nearly two decades ago, she lost her heart to the smallest kitten, a little gray and white beauty. “She stood up on her hind legs looking at me, and she was coming home,” says Deborah. Kyrie always talks, and meows back when you speak to her. “She loves to sit in your lap. In fact, if you can get her off of you, you’re doing really well!”

Kyrie used to be quite playful, but that’s nearly stopped in the past year or so. “All she wants to do is sit on your lap. Every once in a while she’ll get this burst of energy and she’ll chase your fingers,” says Deborah. “Other than that, she doesn’t really play with her toys as much anymore.”

Kyrie had a bad time when last year when her 19-year-old cat-buddy died. Deborah’s children, then aged 12 and 14, had never known the house without the two cats. “The cats were here first. Nimue was huge, 30 pounds, and the girls used to lay with their heads on her. They were extremely close,” says Deborah. 

Kyrie knew her friend was sick and would groom her. The two cats were the same age, and had grown up together, and got along famously. Kyrie went into mourning after her friend died, and for a while she refused to go downstairs, because that had been Nimue’s domain. Deborah took food to her so that she’d eat. It took about two months before Kyrie ventured back downstairs, and even then she avoided the now-empty cat bed “shrine” beneath Deborah’s desk as though her friend still owned the property.

But at the end of three months, with pampering from Deborah and the rest of the family, Kyrie seemed to feel more herself. Despite her advanced age, Deborah says she’s doing quite well these days, and sees the veterinarian regularly. 

“At one time, she was getting a little chubby,” she says. Lately, she started losing weight. Deborah figured out Kyrie could no longer eat the hard cat food. “We started giving her the soft cat food and she’s starting to pick up some weight again,” says Deborah. 

“I’ve also had to switch to having two litter boxes,” says Deborah. The family lives on three floors. Kyrie never goes to the bedrooms on the third floor but does travel between the middle floor and the basement. “When you get older, just like all of us, you can’t always make it.” The family continues to make allowances for the aging cat, to keep her as comfortable and happy as possible.
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Insurance and Care Plans
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Although the cost for medical care for cats is much less than comparable human treatments, paying for chronic care can be a financial burden for dedicated owners. In most cases, veterinarians are sympathetic and open to arranging payment plans when the cost exceeds your ability to pay. According to the American Pet Products Association (ABBA) National Pet Owners Survey, the U.S. spent an estimated $29.3 billion on veterinary care in 2019, slightly up from the $90.5 billion spending in 2018. Further, as of January 2024 (according to Forbes), 66 percent of U.S. households own a pet, which equates to 86.9 million homes (46.5 million of those are cat-owning homes). 

Pet insurance has been slow to be adopted in the US and Canada, but as of 2022, more than five million pets in the U.S. and Canada are insured, according to NAPHIA, the North American Pet Health Insurance Association. Cats are not insured as often as dogs. Dogs represent 80.1 percent of the U.S. market and 76.9 percent of the Canada market. The average accident and illness premium for cats in the U.S. in 2022 was $387.01/year or $32.25/month.

Chronic care for aging cats is one of the costliest periods for owners. Insurance gives older pets a better opportunity to get the service they need, by offering a way to pay a portion of the cost. As of 2024, the pet insurance marketplace in North America is comprised of about 25 companies, several of whom also market and/or underwrite multiple white label or co-branded products, representing at least 20 additional pet insurance product brands. These may change, so always research for the best options for your cats. 

Jack Stephens, DVM, founded Veterinary Pet Insurance (VPI) in 1980 with the support of 750 independent veterinarians. Since that date, several regional pet insurance companies have become available in both the United States and in Canada. Later affiliated with Pets Best Insurance, Dr. Stephens says the purpose of pet insurance has always been “to make the miracles of veterinary medicine affordable.”

Pet insurance typically works by reimbursing the cat owner for a predetermined amount that has been allotted for the specific veterinary service, after it’s been performed. For example, you would pay your veterinarian in full, and then submit the receipts to the insurance company to receive payment back according to the amount designated by your cat’s particular coverage schedule. 

Health programs like Pet Assure are not true insurance companies, and simply offer a percentage discount on any veterinary care across the board, regardless of health status, age, or preexisting condition. The Pet Assure service is limited to only those veterinarians enrolled in the program. Similarly, Banfield’s Optimum Wellness Plans discount many preventive care services, with memberships that can be paid monthly. CareCredit, based in Anaheim, California, offers the clients of participating veterinarians the option of paying for expensive services on a monthly installment basis.

The amount covered varies from company to company, from plan to plan, and from city to city. Like human insurance, pre-existing conditions may be disallowed, so you must buy the insurance before the cat develops the problem. Age also influences the cost.

Most companies do not have a policy specifically for senior pets, but most cover “old cat” illnesses such as cancer and renal disease. Pet insurance typically insures pets regardless of age, excluding pre-existing conditions, but premiums go up as the animal ages. That’s no different than life insurance for people where you pay a whole lot more if you’re fifty than if you’re twenty. 

For PetPlan Insurance, you can start the insurance anytime from eight weeks to the cat’s tenth birthday, and the premiums stay the same as the cat ages, but the deductible increases for cats at ten years of age for the basic plan. VPI defines age brackets for general premium increases as eight weeks to one year; one to four years; five to seven years; eight to nine years; and 10 and over with an increase each year thereafter.

It’s important to purchase insurance as early as possible before health problems develop. Not every preexisting condition disqualifies the cat from coverage. If he’s fully recovered from being hit by a car, for example, that wouldn’t preclude coverage. But some pets become uninsurable as they get older and may not be covered if they’ve already had cancer. If your pet has had a condition that is potentially life threatening and a recurrent problem, then it would become uninsurable. 

In fact, some companies offer special coverage for catastrophic illness at a very low rate, if you purchase it when the cat is young and still healthy. VPI’s “cancer rider” doubles the benefits for any diagnosis and treatment of cancer. The premium cost is locked in when purchased before the pet is two years old. 

Coverage varies, so find a policy that’s either available nationwide, or in your specific neck of the woods.  Certain plans participate only with listed network veterinarians (like some human HMOs); others allow a choice of any practitioner. Additional differences may include variations in the cost of the deductible or higher premiums for certain metropolitan areas that have higher typical veterinary fees.

Most basic plans will cover only accident and illness. Routine care such as vaccinations, spay/neuter surgeries, teeth cleaning and flea treatments generally require additional coverage. For example, VPI coverage addresses more than 6,400 health conditions, including diagnosis and treatment for liver, heart and kidney disease, diabetes, and cancer, which are most common in aging cats. 

Alternative medical care—chiropractic and acupuncture for example—also may be covered if it is prescribed and performed by a veterinarian. Even experimental therapies such as kidney transplants, innovative cancer therapies, hearing aids and the like may be covered when recommended by the veterinarian. Pet insurance companies may encourage specialist referrals by offering price breaks, believing their diagnostics and treatments are more effective and ultimately save money in the end. 

Pet health insurance is something that even if it takes ten or fifteen years for you to use it, you will. Owners of aging cats must make health care decisions that often are based on financial limitations. “There is nothing more frustrating for a veterinarian than knowing you can heal a sick patient, but the owner lacks financial resources and instructs you to put the pet down,” says Dr. Stephens. Pet insurance may be an option that helps remove some of the burden and reduce what Dr. Stephens characterizes as “economic euthanasia.” 

Ask your veterinarian for a recommendation about pet insurance. You can also search the Internet and look at PetInsuranceReview.com (around since about 2005) for popular plans with reviews from pet owners. 



Shopping For Insurance

Several companies with different plans are available, and the ideal time to purchase coverage is when your older cat is still healthy. Ask these questions to help make the best choice for your individual situation:


Is your insurance offered in my state?

Are multiple plans available? Most companies have more than one level of coverage.

What are the eligibility requirements? Ask about cat age, preexisting conditions, and if veterinary records are needed to qualify (for cats considered geriatric, records may be necessary).

When does coverage begin? There may be a 30-day or longer “wait” period before illness coverage goes into effect. Also ask about any trial periods—some companies will refund your premium within a certain period if you’re not satisfied.

How much is the annual premium? Ask about fee schedule coverage allowances for some of the most common senior pet conditions.

How much is the deductible? Is the deductible calculated on a per year basis, or a per incident basis?

Is there a price break to insure multiple pets?

Do you have any special “riders” for veterinary specialists, cancer coverage, or other “senior pet” issues?

Is there a “maximum” benefit dollar amount? Is it calculated per year? Per diagnosis? Per lifetime?

Which breeds, if any, cost more to be covered? Are any breeds uninsurable?
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Quality of Life
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We adopt our cats with the bittersweet knowledge they will not live as long as we’d like. People who deeply love their cats are committed to keeping them both healthy and happy during the golden years. With the advent of cutting-edge veterinary care, our pet’s lives can be extended longer than ever before. 

However, a longer life isn’t always a better life. “The quality of the patient’s life is really our main concern in veterinary medicine,” says Laura Garrett, DVM, an oncologist at Kansas State University (now at University of Illinois).

What is quality of life? The term refers to the degree of comfort and enjoyment the pet experiences in day-to-day activities. Measuring quality of life can be difficult and depends a great deal on the individual animal, the owner, and the relationship they share.. You know your cat best—you know what makes her happy, and how she acts when she feels good. So one of the best ways to judge a cat’s quality of life is to compare her attitude, activity level and behaviors to the way she once was. 

For instance, do Fluffy’s painful hips make him hide under the bed and refuse to move, when he used to race to the bowl at the sound of the can opener? Domino now hides when medication time rolls around, when she used to leap into your lap at any excuse. Garfield was always a picky eater, and now you can’t keep the bowl filled. Bosco always begs to drink from the faucet each morning or collects his mouse toys and drops them all over the bed as you sleep. Then one day he’s not meowing for breakfast. And the next week, he has no interest in playing flashlight tag. Quality of life means your senior pet feels good, stays connected with you, and enjoys his remaining time in familiar, safe, loving surroundings. 

The right treatment can make an incredible difference. Because chronic problems such as hyperthyroidism or vision loss develop so gradually, pet owners often don’t recognize the change until symptoms become severe. At that point, Fluffy’s new behaviors may be attributed to “old age” when in fact treatment can turn back the clock and return him to the normal activities of a younger pet. Arthritis medicine may not have him swinging from the drapes, but it can put him back on his feet and out from under the bed for petting and play sessions with his favorite people. 

Remember: old age is not a disease. Don’t assume you must accept these changes just because your cat has reached 10 years old or older.
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Treatment Advice
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Setting realistic goals is vital. Your veterinarian can help you decide the best choices for your cat’s health situation, your own emotional and financial circumstances, and your “comfort level” regarding home care. While a cure isn’t always possible, health conditions of aging cats can often be controlled to ensure a good quality of life.

Kidney disease does not mean your cat is going to die tomorrow, says Dr. Marks. “With proper care, we can keep these pets going,” he says, but realistically, it’s impossible to predict how long treatment will help. That depends on the individual cat and the owner’s commitment. “You have to look at it and say, this is a 10-year-old pet that has a disease, let’s see what we can do,” he says. 

Many times, senior cats are healthy but lose their sight or hearing or develop a challenge that only requires a few environmental accommodations to keep them safe and comfortable. But for cats with a life-threatening problem, other questions must be answered. How will treatment affect his condition? Is a cure possible? If not, will a given treatment stop or slow the progression of the condition, and for how long? Will it improve the way he feels, or make him feel worse? Is it worthwhile to make him feel worse for a short time if he’ll live longer? Based on these answers, owners can then decide what care path is best for their cat.

People usually are much more capable of handling home care than they think. The turning point may come, for example, when you realize giving fluid therapy several times a week can save the cat’s life. Initially learning that your cat has cancer can be devastating news. Yet your veterinarian can help explain what to expect in the way of prognosis, treatment, and side effects if any. A cat with painful cancer will, in fact, welcome amputation that takes the pain away, and she won’t worry that she “looks funny” to the other cats. In almost every situation, the outcome is much better than we fear. 

You should talk with your veterinarian and other family members not only to make informed decisions, but also to reduce any guilty feelings down the road.  “Some people are really haunted by those kinds of decisions,” says Barbara Kitchell, DVM, an oncologist at VCA Animal Hospitals. “Veterinarians offer a counseling service based on therapeutic decisions to help decide what am I comfortable with, and how do I get comfortable with the decision and not have the guilt. There’s always guilt.” 

The veterinarian should always explain to you the pros and cons of pursuing treatment. “Then you have to decide for yourself,” says Dr. Kitchell. Changes can be made, or treatment stopped altogether, anytime during the therapy. “It’s not like human medicine where you keep people alive on a ventilator. We don’t do that in veterinary medicine,” she says. “It’s not life above all things, it’s quality of life above all things.”

Certain therapies are more expensive than others, and not everyone can afford them. “Cancer therapy is very expensive. I have patients who spend $7,000 in a year, and that’s your fun money, your vacation is gone,” says Dr. Kitchell. 

However, even when the optimum therapy is cost-prohibitive, other more economical options may be available. “There’s a menu of options you can select for that individual client’s needs,” says Dr. Kitchell. Each animal is so different that it’s impossible to predict which choice will have the best results. Nobody can predict how much time a given therapy will give. 

“I get a lot of joy out of being able to help that animal do really well throughout the rest of its geriatric life,” says Dr. Beebe. She says that Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), which includes acupuncture and herbs, offers wonderful advantages for treatment of chronic diseases because there are so few side effects. “The animal does so well that lots of people tell me it’s hard to believe they’re that old or that they have cancer or kidney failure,” she says. When holistic treatment is combined with mainstream Western medicine, she says the cat is more likely to remain vital and enjoy life up until the very end—rather than experiencing a traumatic decline with intermittent hospitalizations.  “My clients want to try everything they can to have a good quality of life for their animal. And when they can no longer have that good quality of life, then it’s time for that animal to pass on.”

A whole host of emotional issues confronts the owner who chooses euthanasia of an aged cat, says Dr. Little. “Sometimes they’re living alone, their spouse may have died, their kids may be in another city, and they stay in an apartment with an elderly cat. And then the cat dies. And they’re alone. That’s a huge social issue.” 

We know that our cats won’t live forever. But we can take comfort in also knowing our cats don’t fear death, and don’t worry about tomorrow. Cats live in the “now.” And that frees them to greet you each day with joyful, purring abandon. 

Witnessing that freedom teaches us great lessons. “If you choose to treat an animal for cancer, you see them die with a lot of dignity and tremendous grace,” says Dr. Kitchell. “Death is a process. And you see an animal go through that process. They say I love you. But it’s time for me to go. You see them get themselves ready,” she says. “It’s so beautiful to watch, and it’s so beautiful to be with them, and there’s so much peace at the end that it’s a lovely thing.”

Four out of ten dogs and cats are aged seven years and older. This aging population constitutes more than 50 percent of patients seen by veterinarians—about 45 million pets
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