
 

Obesity in Cats - Synopsis of a ClientEd Handout 

 

What is obesity? 

Obesity is an accumulation of excess body 

fat. Extra body weight and extra body fat 

tend to go hand in hand, so most overweight 

cats will have excess body fat. Body weight 

is easy to measure when assessing if a cat is 

overweight or obese. Using body weight as a 

guide, cats are considered overweight when 

they weigh 10-20% above their ideal body 

weight. They are considered obese when 

they weigh 20% or more above their ideal 

body weight. 

 

Approximately 30-35% of the general feline population is obese, with 50% of cats aged 5-11 years old weighing in 

higher than their ideal weight. 

 

 

What are the risks with obesity? 

Previously, fat was considered a relatively inactive tissue, simply storing excess energy calories, and adding to body 

mass. Scientific evidence now reveals that fat tissue is biologically active. It secretes inflammatory hormones and 

creates oxidative stress on the body’s tissue, both of which contribute to many diseases. Thinking of obesity as a 

chronic, low-level inflammatory condition is a new approach. 

 

"Obesity shortens a cat’s life and makes them more likely to develop disease." 

Obesity shortens a cat’s life and makes them more likely to develop disease. Even being moderately overweight reduces 

a cat’s life expectancy. Obese cats develop an increased risk for many types of cancer, diabetes mellitus, heart disease 

and hypertension, osteoarthritis and a faster degeneration of affected joints, urinary bladder stones, and anesthetic 

complications as they are less heat tolerant. 

 

Obese cats who stop eating are at great risk for developing a potentially life-threatening condition called hepatic 

lipidosis – a devastating liver disease. 

 

 

How do I know if my cat is obese? 

The very first step in dealing with an overweight or obese cat is to recognize and acknowledge that there is a problem. 

It can be challenging to understand what normal looks like. Your veterinarian and veterinary health care team can assist 

with an assessment. 

 

Rib coverage is not only an important measurement to help you identify if your cat is overweight, but it is also easy for 

you to do at home, on your own. If you hold your hand palm down and feel your knuckles with the flats of the fingers 

on the opposite hand, this is how your cat’s ribs should feel just behind the shoulder blades. It is also a good method 



for measuring weight loss progress between formal weigh-ins. 

 

Your veterinary health care team will provide an estimated ideal body weight to use as a target, but it is important that 

they also do regular body condition assessments to ensure progress is being made toward normal body weight and 

body condition. Most veterinary practices use a body condition scoring system on a scale of either 1-5 (3 is normal) or 

1-9 (5 is normal). 

 

 

How do I adjust my cat’s meals to help him lose weight? 

It is important to adjust feedings specifically for weight loss using a specific nutritional product, portion, and meal 

frequency. There are scientifically formulated nutritional products to help with healthy and safe weight reduction in 

cats such as Hills® Prescription Diet Metabolic, Royal Canin® Satiety Support Weight Management, and Purina 

Overweight Management®. It is not appropriate to simply reduce the volume of their current food. This will cause 

malnourishment over time. 

 

It is critical that you be consistent with feeding – portions and meal frequency – and to resist the temptation to provide 

inappropriate snacks. Ask your veterinarian what treats are recommended for your cat’s diet plan. 

 

"It is not appropriate to simply reduce the volume of their current food." 

Regular weigh-ins, every 2-3 weeks (or at minimum once per month), are an important component of successful feline 

weight loss and keep everyone accountable. It is important to verify weight loss, to ensure that weight loss is neither 

too rapid nor excessive, and to determine when enough weight has been lost. 

 

 

What happens when the weight loss goal is reached? 

Once an ideal body weight and condition has been achieved, it is important to maintain your cat’s weight. Your 

veterinarian can help you find an appropriate food and portion for weight maintenance. 

 

Portion control is critical at this stage to prevent regaining weight. After so much hard work, a relapse in obesity would 

be unfortunate. Yo-yo weight loss and gain is no healthier for cats than for humans. The benefits of normalizing body 

weight and condition make the effort well worth it. 
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