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Abstract 

Vision disorders in companion animals reshape spatial orientation, social interaction, activity structure, and caregiver 

routines. Welfare changes appear in navigation errors, altered interaction patterns, and disruption of daily routines. The 

text examines how visual impairment in dogs and cats transforms behavior and long-term well-being under domestic 

conditions. The analysis traces a chain linking ophthalmic change, functional limitation, owner interpretation, clinical 

timing, and environmental adaptation. Different forms of visual disorder produce distinct behavioral patterns, shape owner 

interpretation, and define how welfare-oriented management is constructed without experimental data. Peer-reviewed 

veterinary studies from the last five years form the analytical basis and are compared through conceptual synthesis. 

Recurrent behavioral pathways, limits of indirect assessment, and clinical decision points that separate manageable 

blindness from states shaped by pain, disorientation, or delayed diagnosis are identified. The findings translate into 

practical guidance for monitoring and supporting visually impaired animals in clinical and household settings across 

different stages of care. 
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Introduction 

Animals use vision to navigate space, anticipate social 

signals, and maintain predictable routines. Once vision 

deteriorates, functional disruption extends beyond the 

eye and affects daily behavior. A dog that hesitates at 

thresholds, avoids dim corridors, startles during 

approach, or becomes unusually dependent on auditory 

guidance expresses a broader shift in daily functioning. 

A cat that presents with sudden blindness may show 

withdrawal, reduced exploration, altered grooming 

rhythms, or marked distress linked to rapid loss of spatial 

control. For that reason, veterinary interpretation of 

vision disorders requires a wider frame than diagnosis 

alone. 

Vision disorders alter behavior and welfare under 

domestic conditions through several connected 

processes. One concerns the clinical patterns most 

consistently associated with behavioral disruption and 

welfare compromise. Another concerns adaptation 

through altered sensory use, modified interaction with 
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owners, and changes in activity. A further issue involves 

the structure of welfare-oriented management when 

clinicians and caregivers face chronic blindness, painful 

ocular disease, or uncertain prognosis. 

The analysis replaces disease labels with a causal chain 

linking ophthalmic change, functional loss, owner 

perception, and welfare outcome. Welfare outcomes 

depend less on blindness itself and more on disease 

tempo, pain, cognitive load, sensory compensation, and 

environmental support. Under that assumption, 

behavioral change becomes one of the main routes 

through which visual disease acquires practical 

significance.  

The aim of this study is to analyze how vision disorders 

in companion animals influence behavior and welfare 

and to identify clinical and environmental factors 

determining adaptive or maladaptive outcomes under 

domestic conditions. 

To achieve this aim, the following objectives are 

addressed: 

– to examine behavioral patterns associated with 

different forms of vision loss in dogs and cats; 

 – to analyze the role of pain, disease tempo, and 

systemic illness in welfare outcomes; 

 – to evaluate owner-mediated environmental adaptation 

strategies; 

 – to identify practical indicators for welfare monitoring 

in visually impaired animals.  

The research hypothesis is that welfare outcomes in 

visually impaired companion animals are determined not 

by blindness itself but by the interaction between disease 

tempo, pain, sensory compensation, cognitive status, and 

environmental support. 

Methods and Materials  

This study is conducted as a structured narrative review 

with conceptual synthesis of recent veterinary 

ophthalmology and animal welfare literature focusing on 

behavioral and welfare outcomes in visually impaired 

companion animals. The review includes recent peer-

reviewed veterinary publications devoted to canine and 

feline vision loss, retinal and fundic disease, glaucoma-

related blindness, owner-reported adaptation to 

blindness, sensory compensation, and quality-of-life 

assessment in companion animals. The analysis 

prioritizes studies published between 2021 and 2025 that 

offered direct relevance to behavior, welfare, daily 

functioning, or clinical decision-making in dogs and cats. 

The final set combined ophthalmology papers on 

glaucoma, retinal degeneration, and feline hypertensive 

ocular lesions with broader welfare and quality-of-life 

literature designed for companion animal assessment 

(Bujan et al., 2021; Washington et al., 2021; Moretto et 

al., 2021; Fulmer et al., 2022; Biondi et al., 2022; 

Borzatta et al., 2023; Rogers et al., 2023; Beckwith-

Cohen & Petersen-Jones, 2024; de Sampaio et al., 2024; 

Hopper et al., 2024). These publications cover three 

connected fields: disease expression and tempo of vision 

loss, owner-observed functional change, and methods for 

judging welfare in animals that cannot self-report. 

The literature search followed a structured retrieval 

strategy. Electronic databases PubMed, Web of Science, 

and Scopus were screened using combinations of 

keywords: “canine blindness”, “feline vision loss”, 

“glaucoma dog behavior”, “retinal disease cats welfare”, 

“companion animal quality of life”, and “sensory 

compensation animals”. The time frame was restricted to 

publications from 2021 to 2025. Inclusion criteria 

required peer-reviewed articles in veterinary 

ophthalmology or animal welfare that addressed 

behavioral change, functional adaptation, or quality-of-

life assessment in dogs and cats. Studies limited to 

surgical technique without behavioral or welfare 

outcomes were excluded, as were case reports lacking 

generalizable interpretation. The initial search returned 

approximately 85 records. After title and abstract 

screening, 34 papers were retained for full-text review. 

Of these, 10 sources were selected for analytical 

synthesis based on methodological clarity, relevance to 

domestic living conditions, and direct linkage between 

vision disorder and behavioral or welfare outcomes. 

The analysis compares clinical and welfare studies, 

identifies recurring behavioral patterns, and links them to 

ophthalmic conditions. These methods were used to 

connect ophthalmic conditions with recurrent patterns of 

disorientation, sensory substitution, household 

adaptation, caregiver burden, and welfare monitoring. 

Results  

Vision disorders in companion animals do not generate a 

single behavioral profile. Their impact depends on the 

tempo of loss, the presence of pain, the age of the animal, 

and the degree to which the domestic environment 

remains legible after vision changes. Sudden loss creates 
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acute disorientation, while gradual loss leads to 

progressive adaptation. In canine sudden acquired retinal 

degeneration syndrome, owners frequently describe a 

rapid collapse of visual function, often over a very short 

period, with treatment attempts perceived as bringing 

limited visual recovery and notable systemic burden 

(Washington et al., 2021). These cases reshape welfare 

evaluation because adaptation occurs under abrupt 

sensory destabilization. The animal does not slowly 

redistribute reliance across senses but reorganizes 

behavior under immediate pressure. 

A different pattern appears in conditions where pain and 

blindness coexist. In dogs affected by glaucoma severe 

enough to require enucleation, owner reports collected 

after surgery indicate increased expression of normal 

behavior and broad acceptance of the decision once the 

painful eye was removed (Bujan et al., 2021). This 

finding separates behavioral suppression caused by pain 

from behavior driven by blindness. Welfare decline in 

ocular disease is often attributed to loss of sight in 

general terms, yet reviewed studies indicate that painful 

pathology and functional blindness should not be 

conflated. Where pain dominates the case, restoration of 

comfort may produce behavioral normalization even 

when visual capacity cannot be restored. 

This distinction directly affects euthanasia decisions in 

blind dogs. Recent welfare-oriented discussion argues 

that blindness alone does not justify the assumption of 

unacceptable long-term quality of life and that requests 

for euthanasia may stem from owner expectations, fear 

of future care burden, or misunderstanding of canine 

adaptation more than from the animal’s actual state 

(Biondi et al., 2022). Blindness produces variable 

welfare outcomes and cannot be treated as a fixed 

endpoint. The practical question is whether the animal 

remains capable of stable routine, exploration, social 

contact, and comfort, or whether the case is instead 

dominated by pain, severe anxiety, repeated injury, or 

systemic disease. 

The feline literature sharpens this point by showing how 

visual disorder may function as the visible edge of a 

wider disease process. Fundic and retinal abnormalities 

in dogs and cats are described as potential presenting 

signs of systemic illness, with retinal detachment, 

hemorrhage, and optic changes serving diagnostic value 

beyond ophthalmology itself (Beckwith-Cohen & 

Petersen-Jones, 2024). In cats with systemic 

hypertension, fundic lesions were detected with very 

high sensitivity in those presented for acute blindness, 

whereas subtler cases without overt visual complaint 

proved harder to identify consistently outside specialty 

settings (Moretto et al., 2021). Behavior changes may 

reflect underlying systemic disease rather than isolated 

vision loss. A cat that suddenly stops navigating 

normally may be presenting a broader systemic disorder 

rather than a localized sensory deficit. Early recognition 

alters not just visual prognosis, but the burden of distress 

linked to delayed treatment. 

The literature on assessment tools reveals a second layer 

of difficulty. Behavioral change is easy to notice once it 

becomes pronounced, yet more difficult to characterize 

precisely in earlier or fluctuating states. Work on general 

quality-of-life tools in dogs and cats shows that activity 

level, desire for interaction, and appetite recur across 

instruments, while validation remains uneven and no 

single generic tool captures the full nuance required for 

every condition (Fulmer et al., 2022). That limitation 

matters in visual disease because some of the earliest 

signs are functional and situational. They appear in 

lighting transitions, obstacle negotiation, or changes in 

confidence during familiar routines. A generic tool may 

register decline. It may fail to explain its sensory basis. 

That gap is addressed more directly in the dogVLQ 

study, where owner-reported visual behavior in different 

lighting conditions showed association with objective 

retinal function and revealed worse visually mediated 

behavior in older dogs, particularly under dim or dark 

conditions (Rogers et al., 2023). The value of this work 

is not confined to measurement. It demonstrates that 

owner observation, when structured carefully, can 

capture clinically meaningful changes before the animal 

reaches complete functional blindness. It also shows that 

environmental conditions matter. Vision loss in dogs is 

not experienced evenly across the day. Low-light settings 

place greater demand on already compromised systems 

and therefore produce a sharper behavioral signature. 

Washington et al. (2021) describe a sudden sensory break 

in dogs with SARDS, often accompanied by owner 

reports of limited therapeutic success. Rogers et al. 

(2023) show that subtler deficits, especially in dim light, 

can still be behaviorally meaningful and measurable 

through structured owner reporting. Borzatta et al. (2023) 

shift the lens toward the household, describing owner 

reactions, modifications in care, and changes in human-

animal interaction after adult-onset canine blindness. 

Hopper et al. (2024) widen the frame further by 
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demonstrating that older dogs with dual sensory 

impairments, involving both hearing and vision, carry a 

higher prevalence of cognitive impairment. These studies 

show that vision loss interacts with age, multimorbidity, 

communication patterns, and caregiver interpretation. 

The behavioral and welfare burden of visual disorder is 

highest when sensory decline is rapid, compounded by 

other deficits, or left to be interpreted through 

unstructured observation alone. 

Animals adapt through specific behavioral adjustments 

rather than automatic compensation. Owner-focused 

research on adult dogs becoming blind points to altered 

dependency patterns, increased reliance on non-visual 

sensory channels, and changes in the rhythm of 

interaction between dog and caregiver (Borzatta et al., 

2023). Adaptation therefore has a relational component. 

The animal does not simply compensate internally. It 

reorganizes behavior through the social and spatial 

scaffolding provided by the home. Stable furniture 

placement, predictable routes, sound cues, tactile 

guidance, and owner consistency become part of the 

adaptive system. 

The preliminary study on supplemental vibrissal 

extensions in blind dogs adds an intriguing practical 

angle to this question. The intervention was framed as a 

means of improving tactile sensitivity during ambulation 

and obstacle avoidance, which positions tactile 

augmentation as a rehabilitation aid rather than a novelty 

device (de Sampaio et al., 2024). The study clarifies how 

compensation operates in blind dogs. Blind dogs do not 

rely on a vague reserve of “other senses.” Compensation 

works through concrete channels. Touch, sound, smell, 

memory, and patterned guidance each contribute under 

specific conditions. Welfare improves when 

compensation is supported deliberately. 

Age changes the equation again. In older companion 

dogs, dual sensory impairments were more prevalent 

than in younger groups, and dogs with both hearing and 

visual impairments showed higher prevalence of owner-

reported cognitive impairment, with stronger 

associations in dogs aged eight years and older (Hopper 

et al., 2024). This finding prevents an overly simple 

interpretation of adaptation. Some animals compensate 

effectively because the sensory loss is singular, 

household routines are stable, and cognition remains 

preserved. Others face a stacked burden. When vision 

loss is paired with hearing decline and age-related 

cognitive change, disorientation acquires a different 

structure. The dog is no longer losing one route of 

environmental reading. It is losing several. Figure 1 

summarizes this logic. 
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Figure 1. Functional pathway from vision disorder to behavioral and welfare outcomes in companion animals (compiled 

by the author based on Washington et al., 2021; Fulmer et al., 2022; Rogers et al., 2023; Borzatta et al., 2023; de 

Sampaio et al., 2024; Hopper et al., 2024) 

 

A practical distinction separates manageable blindness 

from cases with a more serious welfare prognosis. Four 

determinants recur across the reviewed studies. The first 

is pain. Dogs with painful glaucoma illustrate how 

behavior can improve after removal of the diseased eye, 

which means apparent “depression” or inactivity may 

partly reflect unresolved discomfort rather than blindness 

alone (Bujan et al., 2021). The second is disease tempo. 

Abrupt retinal loss compresses the adjustment period and 

raises the demand for immediate environmental support 

(Washington et al., 2021). The third is diagnostic 

visibility. In cats, blindness may signal hypertensive 

ocular target-organ damage that requires swift 

recognition to limit wider harm (Moretto et al., 2021). 

The fourth is cumulative sensory burden in aging 

animals, where vision loss becomes one element in a 

broader decline affecting cognition and everyday 

competence (Hopper et al., 2024). 

Fulmer et al. (2022) show that current quality-of-life 

tools repeatedly return to activity, appetite, and 

interaction. Rogers et al. (2023) provide a more disease-

sensitive route by tying owner reports to lighting-

dependent visual behavior. Borzatta et al. (2023) 

demonstrate that owner narratives capture changes in 

dependence and communication that generic forms may 

blur. Biondi et al. (2022) expose the ethical stakes when 

blindness is interpreted without sufficient welfare 

assessment. Together these sources suggest that welfare 

evaluation in visually impaired companion animals 

should not rely on a single global score. It requires a 

layered reading in which general quality-of-life 

indicators are supplemented by sensory-specific 
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functional questions and by attention to how the owner 

has restructured everyday care. The reviewed sources 

consistently link clinical diagnosis with structured 

behavioral observation, indicating that welfare 

assessment emerges from the interaction between 

medical findings and observable functional change. 

Discussion 

Clinicians change interpretation when they treat 

behavioral evidence as a primary diagnostic signal. 

Clinical work starts with a dual profile at the first 

consultation. One-part concerns ophthalmic status, 

tempo of onset, reversibility, and pain burden. The other 

concerns lived function. That second part should capture 

navigation in bright and dim light, startle frequency, 

confidence on stairs and thresholds, social orientation 

toward owners, exploratory behavior, sleep disturbance, 

food seeking, grooming in cats, and the degree of 

dependence created by the new condition. Table 1 

compares clinical presentations through the welfare 

problems they generate. 

Table 1. Clinical-welfare comparison framework for vision disorders in companion animals (compiled by the 

author based on Bujan et al., 2021; Biondi et al., 2022; Beckwith-Cohen & Petersen-Jones, 2024; Hopper et al., 

2024) 

Clinical 

presentation 

Typical disease 

course 

Dominant welfare 

pressure 

Behavioral signature Primary management 

priority 

Sudden painless 

blindness 

Abrupt onset Acute disorientation Freezing, collision, 

reluctance to move, owner 

shadowing 

Immediate 

environmental 

stabilization and guided 

routine 

Chronic painful 

ocular disease 

Progressive or 

fluctuating 

Pain and irritability Withdrawal, reduced 

activity, facial rubbing, 

altered sleep 

Rapid pain control and 

decisive treatment 

planning 

Gradual age-related 

visual decline 

Slow 

progression 

Reduced confidence in 

variable settings 

Hesitation in low light, 

slower route choice, 

avoidance of unfamiliar 

spaces 

Early functional 

screening and home 

adaptation 

Visual loss with 

systemic disease 

Variable, 

sometimes 

sudden 

Combined ocular and 

systemic burden 

Mixed neurological, 

cardiovascular, or sensory 

signs 

Integrated medical 

workup and close 

monitoring 

Dual sensory 

decline in older 

animals 

Progressive Cognitive load and 

communication failure 

Confusion, weak response 

to cues, disrupted routines 

Multisensory support 

and simplified daily 

structure 

The comparison shows that blindness should not be 

treated as a uniform welfare category. The same 

endpoint, loss of sight, emerges through different 

mechanisms and therefore demands different 

interventions. Cases driven by pain require fast clinical 

resolution. Cases driven by abrupt sensory break require 

immediate predictability. Cases in older animals require 

greater attention to combined impairments and the 

possibility that sensory decline is being misread as 

disobedience, anxiety, or generalized “aging.” Once 

these distinctions are observed, management becomes 

less reactive and more precise. 

Owners restructure the home environment, which 

directly shapes treatment outcomes. In clinical practice, 

owners are often given reassurance and broad advice, yet 

a more structured sequence would be preferable. Owners 

preserve spatial stability during the initial phase, since 
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unchanged layouts reduce disorientation. Sensory cues 

are then introduced through voice, texture, or scent to 

guide movement. Hazard control follows, with obstacles 

removed or blocked before repeated collisions occur. 

Routine is compressed to a limited set of predictable 

pathways, allowing the animal to rebuild confidence 

through repetition. As sensory capacity changes, these 

adjustments are reviewed and modified rather than left 

fixed. 

Clinicians replace vague owner impressions with 

measurable indicators. A clinically useful welfare review 

benefits from concrete indicators that can be tracked over 

time. Table 2 organizes these indicators into a practical 

follow-up structure. 

Table 2. Monitoring metrics for welfare in visually impaired companion animals (compiled by the author based on 

Fulmer et al., 2022; Rogers et al., 2023; Borzatta et al., 2023; Hopper et al., 2024) 

Domain What should be 

monitored 

Example owner-facing 

prompt 

Review interval Trigger for clinical 

reassessment 

Orientation Navigation through 

familiar spaces 

Does the animal hesitate at 

thresholds, corners, or stairs 

more than before? 

Weekly in early 

phase, then 

monthly 

Increasing collisions or 

route refusal 

Emotional stability Startle, withdrawal, 

restlessness 

Has the animal become 

more reactive, clingy, or 

avoidant? 

Weekly New anxiety pattern or 

social retreat 

Activity Movement, 

exploration, play 

Is spontaneous movement 

stable, reduced, or 

fragmented? 

Weekly Progressive inactivity 

without another cause 

Social interaction Response to owner 

presence and cues 

Does the animal still seek 

contact and orient to 

household members? 

Weekly Loss of engagement or 

marked overdependence 

Comfort Signs suggestive of 

pain 

Is there facial rubbing, 

sleep disruption, 

vocalization, or irritability? 

Immediate 

attention if present 

Any suspected ocular pain 

Compensation Use of sound, 

smell, touch 

Does the animal 

successfully follow voice or 

tactile cues? 

Monthly Loss of previously 

effective compensation 

Safety Injuries and hazard 

exposure 

Have collisions, falls, or 

risky encounters occurred? 

Continuous Any recurrent injury 

pattern 

Daily maintenance Appetite, grooming, 

elimination 

Are eating, grooming, and 

toileting routines stable? 

Weekly Disruption of basic 

routine 
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These metrics help distinguish several situations that are 

often blurred together in practice. One involves 

successful adaptation, where vision has been lost but 

welfare remains acceptable. Another involves hidden 

suffering, where owner optimism masks pain or 

persistent confusion. A third involves systemic or 

cognitive progression, where the visual problem forms 

only one visible layer of broader deterioration. 

Another practical issue concerns owner counseling. 

Many owners fear that blindness will automatically 

destroy their animal’s quality of life. That belief may 

push them toward premature euthanasia, excessive 

restriction, or overprotective handling that reduces 

agency. The opposite error also occurs. Because dogs 

and cats often adapt impressively, owners may 

underestimate pain, overlook slow deterioration, or miss 

the significance of abrupt behavioral change. Counseling 

therefore needs balance. The owner should leave the 

consultation with a realistic prognosis, a household 

adaptation plan, a short list of behavioral markers that 

deserve attention, and a clear explanation of when 

blindness is manageable and when the case has moved 

into a welfare-critical zone. 

Recent studies indicate that future clinical progress will 

depend on better integration between ophthalmology and 

welfare assessment. Generic quality-of-life tools provide 

a foundation, yet visually impaired animals need 

sensory-specific modules that address lighting 

conditions, confidence in familiar routes, collision 

events, response to tactile and auditory cues, and 

caregiver burden. Without that layer, subtle decline may 

remain invisible until the animal’s routine has already 

narrowed substantially. A welfare-centered 

ophthalmology model should therefore treat behavior as 

evidence, not ornament. 

Conclusion 

Vision disorders disrupt navigation, activity, social 

interaction, and routine predictability. The strongest 

behavioral burden appears where visual loss is sudden, 

painful, tied to systemic disease, or compounded by age-

related sensory decline. In such cases, the ophthalmic 

diagnosis marks the beginning of welfare assessment, not 

its completion. 

Adaptation to blindness is real, yet it develops through 

structured compensation rather than by default. Stable 

spatial organization, multisensory cues, owner 

consistency, and preservation of routine shape whether 

the animal regains confidence or remains chronically 

disoriented. The adaptive picture grows less favorable 

once hearing loss, cognitive change, or unresolved pain 

enters the case. 

The hypothesis stated in the introduction is supported. 

Welfare outcome was shaped not by blindness alone but 

by the interaction of disease tempo, pain, sensory 

compensation, cognitive status, and environmental 

support. Cases with rapid onset, unresolved pain, or 

multimodal sensory decline showed the highest welfare 

burden, whereas stable routines and structured 

compensation were associated with better adaptation. 
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