
Utilizing Owner Questionnaires for Screening of Osteoarthritis in Cats 
According to a recent study done in Sweden, owner questionnaires provide necessary information 

 to clinicians in the diagnosis of feline osteoarthritis. 

 

 
Feline osteoarthritis (OA) is a debilitating condition resulting in chronic pain and deficits in mobility.1-6  

This disease is most commonly seen in geriatric cats; however it is difficult to diagnose due to the 

challenges of performing physical exams on these patients and limited testing options.7 Currently, OA is 

most commonly diagnosed through a thorough patient history, an orthopedic examination, and 

radiographs of the affected joint(s). Most cats do not show outward manifestation of this disease while 

in the clinic due to a heightened stress response that masks their clinical signs.8-9 Therefore, it is 

important to gather information about the cat’s behavior and physical activities on a day to day basis 

from the cat owner. Even so, subtle changes in gait or behavior may go unnoticed or be attributable to 

the normal aging process.1,6,10-13 A recent study published in Veterinary Record provided information on 

a more efficacious way to diagnose feline OA through the use of clinical metrology instruments (CMIs). 

Clinical Metrology Instruments 

CMIs are used in clinical medicine and research to diagnose pain and detect its adverse effects. The 

authors described two main outcomes of CMIs for feline OA which they refer to as “discriminatory 

ability” and “responsiveness ability.” These terms respectively refer to detection of pain and 

responsiveness to treatment.  

Four types of CMIs for feline OA exist with varying outcome measures. 14-15 These include the “Owner 

Behavior Watch” (OBW), the “Zamprogno Question Bank” (ZQB), the “Feline Musculoskeletal Pain 

Index” (FMPI), and the “Feline Physical Function Formula” (FPFF).  

1.The OBW specifically identifies changes in behavior caused from pain. This tool supports the idea 

that increased owner involvement is beneficial in diagnosing OA.10 

2. The ZQB includes exam questions to decipher behavioral differences in cats with and without 

OA.13 

3. The FMPI was developed using the ZQB and has undergone rigorous testing to ensure its accuracy 

in detecting OA.19-22 

4. The FPFF is structured similarly to the OBW but maintains a focus on physical capability rather 

than behavior.23 

Study Design 

Client-owned cats between 1-14 years of age were screened using patient histories, owner information, 

orthopedic examinations, diagnostic testing, and radiographs. Cats without any history of orthopedic 

issues and a normal orthopedic exam were used as controls.   

Cats with other orthopedic or neurological diseases, poor temperament, or those receiving medications 

that may confound study results were excluded. The Scottish fold breed was also excluded due to its 

predisposition to osteochondrodysplasia, but all other breeds were considered. 

https://veterinaryrecord.bmj.com/content/early/2019/10/16/vr.105115
https://veterinaryrecord.bmj.com/content/early/2019/10/16/vr.105115


To evaluate and compare the four CMIs available for OA screening in cats, owners completed 

questionnaires once at the start of the study and again up to 39 months later. The tests were analyzed 

to determine reliability, consistency, and accuracy. Furthermore, suggested cut-off values for sensitivity 

and specificity were established to help improve screening success. 

Results 

Patient Assessment 

Cats with an abnormal orthopedic exam and supporting evidence on radiographs were diagnosed with 

OA. Cats with abnormal orthopedic exams but normal radiographs were classified as “uncertain.” Cats 

were not radiographed if their orthopedic exam was normal, and therefore were considered “sound.” 

The results were as follows: 

• 60.7% (74/122):  Sound 

• 18.0% (22/122): OA 

• 21.3% (26/122): Uncertain 

There was a significant difference between the groups when analyzing age and weight. Osteoarthritic 

cats were heavier and older compared to unaffected cats. Behavioral response to pain was also 

significantly increased in the osteoarthritic group compared to the other two groups. 

CMIs 

All four CMIs were found to have reliability within an acceptable range.30 Repeatability was moderate in 

the FPFF test and strong in the OBW, ZQB, and FMPI tests. Accuracy of the four tests was determined to 

be excellent. 

Conclusions 

Because it is difficult to detect early signs of feline OA with current recommended criteria and 

diagnostics, it is important to develop alternative testing. CMIs could bridge this gap to provide more 

information to clinicians about a patient’s behavior and physical condition in a home environment.  By 

determining appropriate cutoff values to increase sensitivity as a screening mechanism, cats with early 

onset OA may be detected earlier. Each of the four CMIs is considered reliable, repeatable, and accurate 

over time with great discriminatory ability in separating osteoarthritic and sound cats within this study. 

Based on these results, CMIs may provide clinicians necessary information to successfully diagnose 

osteoarthritis in feline patients. 
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