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Oral Disease in Cats
Clinical Implications and 
the Role of the Technician

Oral health can have a dramatic
impact on quality of life for feline
patients. Oral disease can not only
cause significant discomfort but also
lead to serious systemic problems,
including damage to major organs of
the body. Moreover, new research has
revealed that cats with oral disease
have an increased risk of being
positive for feline immunodeficiency
virus (FIV) or feline leukemia virus
(FeLV).

This course offers an overview of
tips and techniques that will help you
recognize oral disease in feline
patients and discusses new screening
recommendations in cats with signs
of disease.

Signs of oral disease can be more
subtle in cats than in dogs. That is
why a thorough oral examination is
crucial to identifying patients with
potential problems. The following are

components of a comprehensive
approach:

n Collect a full oral history. Ask the
owner specifically about any past
or present signs of oral problems
(e.g., difficulty eating, drooling,
pawing at the mouth) displayed by
the pet.

n Check the pet’s gums, palate, and
tongue. Look for inflammation/
redness, abnormal growth, or a foul
odor.

n Report the results to your
veterinarian. If a dental procedure
is recommended, proceed with the
following steps.

n Conduct preanesthetic (including
retrovirus) testing (Table 1).
Before a dental cleaning or other
dental procedure is performed,
patients should undergo the same

preanesthetic testing that surgical
patients receive. It is highly
recommended that all cats be
screened for retroviral infection as a
routine part of this testing. This will
ensure that retrovirus-positive
patients receive the necessary care
to optimize their quality of life and
avoid inappropriate treatments
(e.g., corticosteroids). In addition, it
will alert staff to take special care in
cleaning and sterilizing instruments
used on these patients, which will
help prevent exposing other cats to
the infection.

n Examine the oral cavity (with
patient under anesthesia) and
chart the results. Examine each
tooth, looking for asymmetric,
discolored, fractured, mobile, or
missing teeth. Make sure there is no
redness, softness, or swelling in the
gingiva and no abnormal depth or
pocketing of the periodontium.
Note any abnormalities on the
patient’s records.

n Radiograph the mouth. Localized
radiographs are invaluable when
treating oral pathology.

It is important to remember that 
all dental procedures must be
performed by a veterinarian and/or a
credentialed technician, as mandated
by the practice acts in your state.

Oral care does not end in the clinic.
It is important to speak with cat
owners about the importance of
home care and the necessity for
follow-up visits to ensure optimum
oral health for their pets. Early
identification and management of
oral disease and feline retroviruses
can make a huge difference in the
quality of life for these patients.
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TABLE 1.  Preanesthetic Testing by Age
FIV/ Complete Serum

Age of FeLV Blood Chemistry Electrolytes Total T4

Cat Testing Count Profile* (Na, K, Cl) Urinalysis Testing†

‹2 years old + + Abbreviated + + —

2–7 years old + + + + + —

›7 years old + + + + + +

*Includes blood urea nitrogen, creatinine, glucose, alkaline phosphatase, alanine transaminase, and total
protein for cats under 2 years of age as well as phosphorus, γ glutamyltransferase, total bilirubin, choles-
terol, calcium, albumin, and calculated globulin for cats 2 years and older.
†Tests for hyperthyroidism, which may be associated with increased anesthesia risks. A must for cats over 7.

The results of a
new study show

that almost one of
every seven cats
with oral disease

is FIV and/or FeLV
positive. These

findings suggest
that all cats with

oral disease
should be tested

for retrovirus
infection.

ORAL DISEASE: 
A New Sentinel for 
Retrovirus Infection
A correlation between oral disease and feline retroviral infec-
tions has been suggested for many years. Now the 2006
National Oral Disease and Retrovirus Prevalence study* con-
firms it: Almost one of every seven cats with oral disease is
retrovirus positive. These findings provide valuable informa-
tion in the fight against these contagious viruses. 

COMMON ORAL DISEASES AFFECTING FELINE PATIENTS INCLUDE:

Feline odontoclastic 
resorptive lesion (FORL)

Gingivitis and periodontitis Stomatitis

Cats with stomatitisCats with gingivitis

General population Oral disease population†

(N = 8,982)
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Cats with oral disease are 
more than twice as likely to 
be retrovirus positive than
the general cat population.

Cats with 
specific oral 

diseases have 
higher rates 
of infection.

Retrovirus-
positive:
14.3%

Retrovirus-
positive:
23.9%

†Some cats were both FIV and FeLV positive.

*Conducted by Jan Bellows, DVM, DAVDC, DABVP, and underwritten by IDEXX Laboratories.

           


