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Pain in rabbits: a review 
for veterinary nurses, 
part one: assessment of 
pain 
Aneesa Malik  MSc RVN Cert VNES Cert VNECC

ABSTRACT: Pain management involves considering pain, recognising pain, and 
managing pain. This three-part article will focus on recognition and management of 
pain in rabbits. Part One (this article) will look at assessment and recognition of pain. 
This discusses the physiological and behavioural signs that indicate pain. Part Two 
(next article) will look at managing pain. Analgesic options are discussed to cover all 
aspects of the pain pathway. Dose ranges for constant rate infusions are available. 
Local anaesthesia and analgesia techniques are discussed. Part Three will look at 
managing chronic pain in rabbits at home.
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Introduction
The rabbit is the third most popular pet in the 
UK, and has always been a commonly used 
research animal. It is estimated that in 2019, 
there were 900,000 pet rabbits in the UK  
(PDSA PAW Report, 2019). In 2019, there were  
10,188 experimental procedures on research  
rabbits in the UK (Home Office Data, 2020).

Incorrect or outdated pet rabbit welfare is 
an on-going problem, and has fortunately 
been highlighted by researchers (see Rioja-
Lang et al., 2019) and welfare organisations 
(PDSA PAW Report, 2019).

In the largest practice-based research to date 
of rabbit health in England, O’Neill et  al. 
(2020) reveal that in a study of 6,349 pet 
rabbits, the most prevalent conditions were 
dental disease, perianal soiling, ileus, and 
overgrown nails. The most common cause 
of death was myiasis (flystrike), followed by 
anorexia, collapse, and ileus. Pain is a factor 
in all of these conditions.

Assessment and management of pain in 
rabbits has for a long time, been inade-
quate (Benato et al., 2019; Lichtenberger & 
Lennox, 2008).

A brief and turbulent 
history with humans
The rabbit is a prey species with a short 
domestication history that, for the most 
part, has endured a ‘negative’ relationship 

with humans. Worldwide, they are labora-
tory subjects, hunted, or farmed for meat 
and fur. Concealment of pain is important 
for survival (Goldberg, 2017a).

However, with the increasing popularity of 
this species as a household pet and ‘member of 
the family’, this dynamic may begin to change.

Knowing the normal 
behaviour of a species
While behavioural assessment is fundamen-
tal to pain assessment, there are two issues 
that need to be considered. Firstly, many 
behaviours associated with pain, are also 
associated with ‘sickness’ or ‘stress’ 
behaviours. Secondly, if the staff are unfamil-
iar with the normal behaviour of a rabbit 
(because they only see sick or painful rab-
bits), then the behaviour of the sick or painful 
rabbit becomes ‘normal’ (‘bad becomes nor-
mal’): this creates a problem in assessment.

The normal behaviour of a well-socialised 
domestic rabbit can include the following:

•	 Inquisitiveness;
•	 Adventurous in familiar surroundings, 

but potentially anxious or tentative in 
unfamiliar surroundings;

•	 Exploratory in situations where they 
feel safe.

Being a prey species, they are more 
inclined to be anxious than gregarious, but 
when there is no evident threat, a healthy DOI: 10.1080/17415349.2020.1871456
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a Figure 1.  Rabbit exploring consult room floor.

domestic rabbit that is well socialised will 
be inclined to explore a new environment 
e.g., a consult room floor (Figure 1) or if in 
familiar surroundings, behave in a relaxed 
manner (Figure 2).

Painful rabbits will not be inquisitive, 
adventurous, or exploratory. An experi-
enced or observant carer will be able to 
‘scale’ the rabbit’s pain by judging how far 
their behaviour has departed from normal.

Assessing rabbit pain: 
‘the great pretenders’
When we are able to assess rabbit pain, we 
are then able to assess whether analgesia has 
worked (Leach et al., 2009). This is some-
thing we can all aim towards.

Subtle signs
Very subtle signals will be picked up by an 
observant owner, such as a slight change in 
their normal routine, posture, behaviour, 
demeanour or appearance, or a subtle alter-
ation in appetite. Unobservant owners may 
not notice, or think it is normal.

Either way, these behaviours will disappear 
as soon as a rabbit is boxed up to go to a 
veterinary practice.

For instance, SNORS rabbit sanctuary have 
identified that a very subtle head lifting 
behaviour indicated abdominal pain in one 
of their rabbits. The behaviour resolved with 

treatment by buprenorphine at home, but 
returned once the buprenorphine had worn 
off. However, no such behaviour occurred 
when the rabbit was hospitalised, whether 
given buprenorphine or not (SNORS rabbit 
sanctuary, 2020).

It is advisable for owners to video-record 
these behaviours at home and show them 
to their veterinary surgeon (VS) or veteri-
nary nurse (VN), so that the problem can 
be investigated.

Moderate signs
Moderate signs of pain are also likely to be 
missed in veterinary practice. Rabbits will do 
these behaviours once they are left to their 
own devices and unobserved. This may 
include occasional grimacing or abdominal 
pressing, and being quieter than normal. GI 
(gastro-intestinal) stasis can occur at this stage.
‘Inactivity’ is cited as the most common 
behavioural sign of pain in rabbits.

However, they may not exhibit any of these 
symptoms in a consult room, therefore care-
ful owner questioning is essential.

A quiet rabbit, or one showing any of these 
moderate signs, requires urgent veterinary 
attention and hospitalisation.

Severe signs
It is more likely that the moderate to severe, 
or severe stages of pain, are noticed by owners, 
VS and VNs. A rabbit that is inactive, or very 
quiet, exhibiting bruxism, grimacing, and 
seems to have shifted his or her focus inwards 
and has become less aware of the environment 
- despite the presence of observers - is a critical 
patient. The rabbit may no longer ‘care’ about 
appearing normal, or is unable to keep up a 
pretence of normality any longer. This is an 
emergency.

Looking into rabbit pain 
assessment
So far, rabbit pain assessment has looked at 
physiological and physical parameters such 

as heart rate, respiratory rate, blood glucose, 
body weight, food and water intake, and 
serum cortisol levels.

Some studies have looked only at behaviour, 
such as frequency and duration of activity, 
exploratory behaviour, rearing behaviour, 
grooming, eating, digging, etc.

Other research has looked at both beh
avioural and physiological/physical param-
eters. Figure 3 and Figure 4 outline some 
general physiological and behavioural 
changes. Grimacing may occur only during 
a painful stimulus of particular severity and 
duration. The absence of a grimace does 
not mean the absence of pain (Langford 
et al., 2010). Changes in facial expression 
might occur during waking up, squinting 
in bright lights, or for behavioural commu-
nication, as well as being affected by cer-
tain procedures (see Figure 7). Therefore, 
the grimace scale should always be used in 
conjunction with other parameters, and not 
as a stand-alone method.

Some rabbits even defy your expectations: 
in the authors limited experience with rab-
bits presenting with limb fractures or large 
abscesses, they will sometimes exhibit 
pain behaviours, but at other times ‘act’ 
completely normally in veterinary prac-
tice. This has been reported elsewhere 
(Hedley, 2019).

In these cases, a chronic pain behaviour 
at home (such as the abscess example) has 
likely been ‘normalised’ by the owner (‘he 
has always been quiet’) or (‘she always has 
always been grumpy’).

Similarly, being a prey species, rabbits do 
not always react to palpation.

Leach et  al. (2009) revealed (via remote 
camera recording) the following pain 
behaviours in an ovariohysterectomy rab-
bit model: twitch, wince, abdominal press, 
stagger, fall, flinch, writhe and arch (see 
Figures 8–10).

The reason why remote camera video 
recording is used is because, as we all 
know, rabbits drastically change both their 
behaviour and their facial expression when 
they are being observed, in order to ‘appear 
normal’.

They even occasionally do things like ‘pretend 
to eat’, where they will pick up the food when 
being observed, but drop it later (author’s 
observations, SNORS sanctuary 2020).

While remote camera recording may be a 
luxury, baby monitors or pet cameras are a 
cheaper option.

a Figure 2.  Relaxed rabbit. (See Appendix 1 
in the online supplementary files for a rabbit 
behaviour infographic). 
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a Figure 4.  Example of a rabbit and rodent pain scale. With kind permission from Abigail Edis.

a Figure 3.  Signs of acute pain in rabbits. Sources: Johnston (2005), Hawkins (2006), Kohn et al. (2007), Leach et al. (2009), Weaver et al. 
(2010), Leach et al. (2011), Wenger (2012), Keating et al. (2012), Thompson (2014), Johnston (2015), Lafferty et al. (2015), Goldberg (2017a).
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a Figure 5.  Rabbit Grimace Scale scoring for the patient photographed in Figure 6, a patient recovering from a fracture repair. See Appendix 2 
in the online supplementary files for visual guidance on scoring.
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Whole patient pain 
assessment
Considering a ‘whole patient’ approach 
looks at all aspects of the patient:

1.	 Physical
2.	 Physiological
3.	 Emotional (including their normal 

personality and current state)
4.	 Behavioural
5.	 Use of validated pain scales
6.	 Use of analogy

‘Analogy’ means ‘comparison’: if this condi-
tion is painful to you, it would be painful to 
your patient. This is similar but not the same 
as anthropomorphism. However, as pain in 
animals is mostly untreated or undertreated, 
most sources now actually advise an anthro-
pomorphising approach (Cital, 2016).
See Appendix Three for a whole patient pain 
assessment template.

Assessing chronic pain
Chronic pain is frequently overlooked in 
rabbits (Johnston, 2015). Chronic pain in 
rabbits can commonly be a result of (but not 
limited to):

•	 Pain due to underlying ear disease (espe-
cially lop-eared rabbits)

•	 Musculoskeletal (osteoarthritic, degen-
erative joint disease)

•	 Pain associated with organs (e.g. bladder, 
ocular)

•	 Dental pain
•	 Cancer pain

(Johnston, 2015).

Chronic pain rabbits present to veterinary 
practice (often repeatedly) with another 
issue – such as recurrent gastro-intestinal 
(GI) stasis, flystrike, urine or faecal scald-
ing, or an inability to maintain their own 
hygiene (Figures 12–14). 

A case study in Part Three will give an 
example of chronic pain management.

Finally, when all 
assessment fails…
If you suspect but are not sure that your 
rabbit patient is in pain: give it the benefit 
of the doubt.

Future considerations
A composite pain score for rabbits would be a 
future consideration. The challenge with pain 
scores is that, in an ideal world, they need to 
be specific not only to the species, but to the 
context or condition e.g. headache, ear pain, 
bladder pain, dental pain, gastro-intestinal 
pain, for both acute and chronic situations.

A future form of assessment between painful 
and pain-free rabbits could include Qualitative 
Behavioural Assessment (QBA) which utilises 
behavioural and emotional analysis. This has 
been successful so far in cows with painful 
mastitis (de Boyer des Roches et  al., 2018) 
and in post-castrated lambs (Maslowska et 
al., 2020).

Conclusion
In conclusion, this article acknowledges the 
difficulty in recognising and assessing pain 
in rabbits; but we have more information 
coming through all the time: it is important 
to keep learning and raising the standards 
for our rabbit patients.

Research so far looks at physiological, phys-
ical and behavioural signs. These can be 
subtle, moderate or severe.

Considering a ‘whole patient’ pain assess-
ment approach, analogy, and the grimace 
scale provides the groundwork to assess 
patients by.

Future considerations involve creating a 
rabbit composite pain score, and further 
behavioural and emotional forms of pain 
assessment.

a Figure 7.  Facial muscle changes might 
occur as a result of ear surgery, which can 
affect assessment of grimacing..

a Figure 8.  Laboratory rabbit exhibiting ‘press’. 
With kind regards from Dr Matt Leach.

a Figure 9.  Laboratory rabbit exhibiting 
‘wince’. With kind regards from Dr Matt 
Leach.

a Figure 10.  Laboratory rabbit exhibiting part 
of the behaviour ‘writhe and arch’. With kind 
regards from Dr Matt Leach.

a Figure 11a.  Rabbit with unmanaged pain for 
cellulitis. See Figure 11b for his whole patient 
pain assessment.

a Figure 6.  Patient with inadequate analgesia 
post hind-limb fracture repair. The patient was 
inactive, minimally interactive, and always lying 
with the affected limb uppermost. He resented 
handling and palpation of the affected leg. See 
Figure 5 for his grimace scale scoring.
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a Figure 11b.  Patient pain assessment for rabbit with unmanaged pain for cellulitis (see Figure 11a).
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a Figure 12.  Signs of chronic pain in rabbits. Sources: Johnston (2005), Hawkins (2006), Kohn et al. (2007), Leach et al. (2009), Leach et al. 
(2011), Wenger (2012), Keating et al. (2012), Weaver et al. (2010), Thompson (2014), Johnston (2015), Lafferty et al. (2015), Goldberg 
(2017a), Lowe (2019).

a Figure 13.  Chronic pain rabbit admitted with recurrent GI stasis. Note the hunched posture, 
abdominal pressing and facial grimacing. A full body computed tomography (CT) scan under 
sedation revealed findings that included dental malocclusion and overgrowth, spinal 
spondylosis, mild osteoarthritic changes to the elbows, and suspected otitis externa.

a Figure 14.  Pain is (one of many) differentials 
in a patient with an inability to self-care. With 
kind permission from Claire Speight.
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