Dear Dr. Stillman,

My Cat’s rear end and belly have recently become hairless.  What should I do?

Nancy L.

Hi Nancy,

Thanks for your question.  You didn’t specify, but when a cat is missing hair it’s almost always because they’re chewing or licking it out, as opposed to it falling out spontaneously.  We call this behavior “barbering”.  You can check my assertion by noting whether your cat is missing hair anywhere that he cannot reach with his tongue.  Frequently I’ll see a cat whose belly, flanks and legs are licked bare but whose head and shoulders have a luxuriant coat.  Of course, he can’t reach the top of his head or the back of his neck with his tongue.  Additionally, I’m going to assume that the exposed skin where your cat’s coat used to be is normal in appearance and that there are no scabs, ulcerations or areas of redness that would suggest infection, cancer, etc.   In my experience, there are two broad explanations for a cat licking or chewing his hair out and exposing normal skin.  Those classifications are anxiety and itch.  Let’s take them in order.
Some cat’s lick their hair out because of anxiety.  For these cats a source of stress in their life forces them to develop repetitive or compulsive behaviors in much the same way that some folks chew their nails or wash their hands obsessively. Common causes are another “bully” cat in the house, outdoor cats that the indoor cat can see or interact with through the windows, loud noise in the house like construction or a kid learning drums or trumpet, a new baby in the house, etc.  You get the idea.  Cats are very much creatures of habit and most any disruption in their daily schedule or way of doing things can bring on anxiety and accompanying compulsion.  Usually cats who demonstrate this symptom are rather “tightly wound” to begin with and the additional source of stress is all it takes to push them over the edge into this self-destructive behavior.  The remedy for this problem is either to remove the source of the stress (your son practices his trumpet in the garage) or to administer an anti-anxiety medication which will help the cat to relax and to be less stressed by his or her environment.  Oftentimes we can use the medication for a couple of months to help the cat realize that his world is not such a scary place.  We then slowly wean him off the medication leaving him with a newfound sense of well-being and acceptance of the world around him.
By far the more common cause of “barbering” behavior is an itch.  The most common cause of itch is fleas.  Before we get into the more complicated explanation take a moment to go check your cat for fleas.  For some reason fleas love to hang out on a cat’s rump and around their belly so check there first.  You’ll either see the fleas themselves, or the tiny “pepper flake” poops which betray their presence.  If you see fleas or evidence of them then stop your search there.  Your problem is solved and a quick trip to the vet for an appropriate flea medication will provide some much needed itch relief.  It’s worth mentioning that some cats are so sensitive to fleas that it only takes a couple of fleas on their whole body to induce symptoms.  Sometimes we administer a dose of flea medication to a cat even if we don’t find any fleas just to be sure that we’re not missing that most treatable of causes.
If you don’t find any fleas, or if you’ve administered a flea preventative and the problem persists then the cause is almost certainly an allergy.  Cats get allergies just as humans do, but unlike humans their symptoms are not at all related to the manner in which the allergen enters their body.  Intuitively, you’d think that if a cat is allergic to something he’s eating he ought to be having vomiting or diarrhea.  If he’s allergic to something he’s breathing he ought to be exhibiting coughing and sneezing.  If he’s allergic to something he’s walking or laying on he ought to have a rash on his feet or belly.  As it turns out regardless of what he’s allergic to his symptoms will almost always take the form of itchy skin or ears.
[bookmark: _GoBack]We know, statistically speaking, that about 50% of cats with itchy skin and associated barbering are allergic to something they’re eating.  The other 50% are allergic to something in their environment such as dust, pollen or mold.  With no reliable experimental way to differentiate these causes and with no consistent clinical symptoms that point to one cause or the other we often turn to a food trial to try to identify the root of the problem.  It’s a complicated subject in its own right, but the basic gist is that cats which get better after going on an exclusive and strict hypoallergenic diet have a food allergy and should stay on that special diet indefinitely to help prevent the return of their symptoms.  Cats that don’t get better after an appropriate amount of time on the diet have an environmental allergy and will need to be treated with medications to control their symptoms.  Sometimes because of logistical reasons or just out of practicality we decide to treat the cat with medications before we know what they’re allergic to.  These various treatment routes and choices should be discussed in detail with your veterinarian.  I hope that helps to answer your question.
As an aside, I love all the questions which you, the OCM readers, have been sending. Please keep them coming and I’ll continue to do my best to answer them clearly and thoroughly.

