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Bowel Obstruction / Intestinal Blockage in Cats 

Overview  

 Cats don’t often eat things they shouldn’t, but occasionally 

curiosity gets the better of them and can lead to a blockage. 

 String, thread, hair bands, rubber bands and tinsel are the most 

common items to cause a gut blockage in cats. Vets call these 

unwanted objects ‘foreign bodies’. 

 An intestinal blockage is a very serious condition that can kill. 

 Vomiting and pain are often the first symptoms of a blockage. 

 If your cat has a blockage, they may need an emergency 

operation. 

 Contact your vet immediately if you think your cat has eaten 

something silly - never wait to see what happens.  

General information and causes 

PDSA vets treat over 2,700 pets a year that have eaten something 

they shouldn’t have! It’s much more common in dogs, but cats do 

occasionally swallow things such as: thread, tinsel, string, rubber 

bands, balls and even toys, vets call these unwanted objects ‘foreign 

bodies’.  
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Swallowing an item that isn’t digestible can have disastrous 

consequences, especially if it blocks or damages the intestines. Left 

untreated, a blockage can lead to serious illness or even death.  

Symptoms  

Common symptoms of a gut blockage include: 

 Vomiting 

 Pain (growling, hiding away or not wanting to be handled) 

 Pooing less 

 Low energy (lethargy)  

 Little or no interest in food or drink 

 Weight loss 

 Other signs of feeling sick i.e. drooling, lip smacking and 

swallowing  

 A string hanging from their mouth (never pull it) 

When to contact your vet 

Contact your vet for an appointment immediately if your cat swallows 

something that could block them, or if they have any of the symptoms 

listed above. Never wait to see what happens – delaying treatment 

may cause your cat to become very ill or even die. You know your cat 

best. If they don’t have the exact symptoms listed above but you are 

still concerned, always contact your vet. 

Treatment 

Forced vomiting 

Your vet may try to bring an item back up by giving your cat an injection 

to make them sick. However, this is only possible if you can reach your 

vet before the item moves through the stomach, and isn’t safe if it’s 

sharp or could get caught in the guts. Never try to make your cat 

sick at home. 
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Surgery  

If your cat has something stuck in their intestines, they will need an 

emergency operation to remove it. If the item has caused damage, a 

length of their intestines may also need removing. This type of surgery 

is risky and can lead to complications. A potential complication is an 

infection inside the abdomen called ‘peritonitis’. Peritonitis is especially 

common after surgery or if the guts are torn by the blockage. Peritonitis 

can cause severe illness and be fatal without treatment.  

Other medications 

Your cat will need a variety of different medications, including pain 

relief, antibiotics and a fluid drip.  

Homecare 

Your vet will keep your cat in hospital until they are recovering and 

eating. Once they are home, you will need to nurse them back to full 

health by giving them all their prescribed medicines, several small 

meals throughout the day and a warm, comfortable, quiet place to rest. 

You may find our medication planner helpful. Your cat will need regular 

vet checks until they have fully recovered.  

Outlook 

Gut blockages can lead to severe illness and even death. Your cat’s 

outlook will depend on how serious their problem is. If they receive 

prompt veterinary care and don’t develop complications, they are likely 

to recover well. Sadly, sometimes even with prompt veterinary 

treatment, some cats don’t recover from a blockage.  

Prevention 

Don’t allow your cat to play with items small enough for them to 

swallow and keep things such as thread, wool, string, hair bobbles and 

Christmas decorations out of reach.  
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Cost 

Treatment for a gut blockage can become very expensive. 

Consider insuring your cat as soon as you get them, before any signs 

of illness start. This will ensure you have all the support you need to 

care for them. It’s also very important to speak openly to your vet about 

your finances, the cost of treatment, as well as what you think is right 

for your cat.  

Find out whether you are eligible for free or low cost PDSA 

veterinary treatment using our checker below or visit 

www.pdsa.org.uk/eligibility 

Hairballs 

Hairballs are a common problem, especially for longhaired cats. They 

develop when a cat swallows lots of fur during grooming. Large 

hairballs can cause a blockage but fortunately, they don’t usually 

require surgery and can often be loosened with a medicine given by 

mouth. 
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