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Dr. Phil Zeltzman, DVM, DACVS, CVJ
 Dr. Phil Zeltzman is a board-certified veterinary surgeon and
author. His traveling practice takes him all over Eastern
Pennsylvania and Western New Jersey. You can visit his
website at www.DrPhilZeltzman.com, and follow him at 
www.facebook.com/DrZeltzman.  

Dr. Phil Zeltzman is a traveling, board-certified surgeon
in Allentown, PA. His website is 
www.DrPhilZeltzman.com. He is the co-author of “Walk
a Hound, Lose a Pound” (www.amazon.com).

AJ Debiasse, a veterinary technician in Stroudsburg, PA,
contributed to this article.

Few things are as devastating as learning that your
beloved cat has cancer. Yet, despite the emotional
rollercoaster, you must be strong and make the best
possible decisions for your beloved pet. Two of the most
important concepts you need to understand when
discussing cancer with your family veterinarian, a
surgeon or an oncologist (a cancer specialist) are
"grading" and "staging" of the cancer.

Staging a tumor
Staging is a way to find out, with as little doubt as
possible, if a tumor has spread anywhere in the body.
Staging is determined by your family veterinarian, a
surgeon or an oncologist; it’s based on several factors:

From experience, veterinarians know that some
tumors are more likely to spread than others.
Benign tumors don’t spread. Some cancerous
tumors rarely spread (e.g., fibrosarcoma). Other
cancers spread quickly (e.g., bone cancer).
Chest X-rays are an easy way to evaluate
spreading to the lungs. A fancier test, that can
show much smaller masses, is a cat scan of the
chest.
Sometimes, tumors in the belly (e.g.,
hemangiosarcoma in the spleen) tend to spread
to the liver, so an ultrasound is often
recommended to “explore” the entire area.
Some tumors (e.g., oral cancer) first spread to a
nearby lymph node, which can be suspected
(but never proven) by doing a thorough
physical exam on your cat.
Other tumors (e.g., malignant melanoma) most

often spread to the lungs, which act as a filter
for tiny cancer cells.

Grading a tumor
The grade describes how aggressive a tumor is,
including how likely it is to spread. Grading is judged by
a pathologist, after analyzing a tumor sample under the
microscope. There are different systems to grade a
tumor. Simply said, there are three basic grades:

Grade 1 describes a mass that is cancerous but
usually localized, and not very likely to be
metastatic or metastasize (i.e., spread to other
organs).
Grade 2 is a tumor that is more aggressive; it
may or may not spread.
Grade 3 is the most aggressive type with a high
likelihood of spreading.

Other tumors are graded differently:

“Well Differentiated” are better
“Moderately Differentiated” or “Poorly
Differentiated” are worse

Others are called:

Low grade
Medium grade
High grade.

Your veterinarian will explain based on your cat’s
situation.

Practically, the most effective way to grade a tumor is
to take a biopsy, or even remove it all, and send it out
for analysis under the microscope. A biopsy is very
different from a needle sample of a tumor (fine-needle
aspirate), where cells are drawn out with a needle and
placed on a slide to be examined under a microscope.
This test can be helpful but does not provide a grade for
the tumor. We need a larger sample of the mass to
achieve that.

Grading and staging tumors are inter-related
Interestingly, there is a relationship between the grade
and the stage of a tumor. For example, a grade 1 tumor
is the least likely to spread to other organs, with a
better survival rate. On the opposite end, a grade 3
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tumor has a high risk of spreading, and therefore the
outcome will logically be worse.

Treating your cat based on grading and
staging
When making a decision on how to treat your cat, it is
very important to understand what grade and stage we
are dealing with, because the treatment for each type is
different. This information may also give you an idea of
the likelihood that the cancer returning. The good news
is that through the years, veterinarians have made
impressive cancer treatment advancements that can be
customized to your cat’s specific cancer type. The
treatment may include surgery, chemotherapy,
radiation therapy and nutritional changes.

It is important to understand that cancer doesn’t always
follow the rules. This information is a general guide.
Unfortunately, staging and grading don’t always give
you a guarantee of what the future may hold. It’s also
extremely important to avoid procrastination and to
treat in a timely fashion regardless of the findings. The
sooner cancer is diagnosed, and the sooner it is treated,
the more options veterinarians have, and the more
successful we will be.

Click here to learn how to cope with a cancer
diagnosis.

Questions to ask your veterinarian:

How do we determine if my cat’s mass is cancer
or not?
What is the stage of this mass?
What is the grade of this mass?

If you have any questions or concerns, you should
always visit or call your veterinarian -- they are your
best resource to ensure the health and well-being of
your pets.
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