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Neonatal Diseases &
Critical Care Handbook



Overview

Neonatal Diseases & Critical Care 

We've written this handbook to help you help them! We
know caring for neonatal kittens can be a challenging task,
and can sometimes become especially daunting when you
simply just don't know what to do. 
 
Because kittens are so fragile at such a young age, the best
thing you can do to better equip yourself for the future is to
learn more about preventing and proactively treating any
signs of deterioration, disease or illness. 

What this handbook covers
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Normal Values

Newborn 1 week 2 weeks

5 weeks4 weeks3 weeks

6 weeks 7 weeks 8 weeks

Developmental Stages
Kittens change a lot from birth to 8 weeks of age. From having their ears and eyes closed and being
unable to walk, to having full sight and hearing and being able to fend for themselves!



Developmental Stages
Determining a kitten’s approximate age can be done by comparing their weight and developmental
stage. On average, kittens should gain about 100 grams a week, however if your kitten is underweight or
sick when they come into care, their weight may not be an accurate indicator of age.
 
Alternatively, you can identify your kitten's age (and ideal weight) by looking at their developmental
stage. We've listed some common developmental stages in the table below which should help you
determine a kitten's age:
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Umbilical cord falls off

Ear canals open

Eyes open

Crawling

Walking

Voluntary toileting

Deciduous incisors/canines erupt

Menace/pupillary light reflex

Normal vision

Adult iris colour

Functional hearing

Deciduous premolars erupt

3 days

6-17 days

7-10 days

7-14 days

14-21 days

3 weeks (21 days)

3-4 weeks

4 weeks

1 month

4-6 weeks

4-6 weeks

5-6 weeks

Approx. Age Developmental  Stage

Normal Values
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0 - 1 week

1 - 2 weeks

2 - 3 weeks

3 - 4 weeks

4 - 5 weeks 

5 - 6 weeks

 Age
75 - 150 grams

150 - 250 grams

250 - 350 grams 

350 - 450 grams

450 - 550 grams

550 - 850 grams

 Weight
2 - 6 ml

6 - 10 ml

10 - 14 ml 

14 - 18 ml

18 - 22 ml

Weaning - offer wet food.

Amount per feed
Every 2 hours

Every 2 - 3 hours

Every 3 - 4 hours 

Every 4 - 5 hours 

Every 5 - 6 hours 

Every 6 hours 

 Schedule

Weight & feeding chart

Feeding & Weight Chart
Weighing kittens is vital in monitoring their overall
health and well-being. On average, they should be
gaining about 10 grams per day or 100 grams per
week. If a kitten begins to lose weight or is having
difficulty gaining weight, this can be an indicator
that the kitten is unwell, and this should be
investigated immediately.
 
With kittens 2 weeks old and less, recording their
weight before and after every feed can help
determine whether they are consuming enough
formula. Kittens should gain on average 5% of their
body weight each feed. Weight is also important in
correctly dosing for medication and preventative
treatment.

Normal Values
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35-36

36-37.5

36-37.5

37.5-39.2

0-1 week

1-2 weeks

2-3 weeks

4 weeks +

Age Temperature

Normal Values

Average Temperature
Neonatal kittens have body temperatures lower than
that of adult cats. 
 
Newborn kittens have a body temperature of only 35-
36 degrees, which slowly increases until they reach 4
weeks of age, where their temperature should remain
between 37.5-39.2 degrees ongoing.
 
If you notice temperatures in either extreme, please
seek Veterinary assistance. 

Average temperature guide



Other Vital Signs: Innate Behaviours
When assessing kittens be sure to check these three innate
behaviours. The absence of these can indicate that
something isn't quite right with the kitten and you should
seek Veterinary assistance ASAP.
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Normal Values

Rooting reflex - the kitten should be displaying
'teat-seeking' behaviour by burrowing into your
hand or blankets.

Suckling reflex - the kitten should have a strong
suckle response when finger is placed in its mouth.

Righting reflex - the kitten should roll over onto its
abdomen when it is placed on its back.

 

 

200-250 bpm

15-35 bpm

25-31%

0-1 week : dark pink/red

1 week + : pale pink

 

Heart Rate 

Respiratory Rate

PCV

Mucous Membranes

 

 

 

Vital Sign Value



Diseases/Illness

Cat Flu
Cat Flu is a general term for a highly contagious upper respiratory disease that affects cats and kittens. 

8 www.thekittennursery.org.au

Symptoms
Ocular & nasal discharge
Sneezing
Increased respiratory effort/noise
Decreased appetite
Pyrexia
In severe cases pneumonia
Feline Calicivirus

Ulcers
Arthritis
Lameness

Feline Herpes Virus
One of the most common causes of “Cat Flu”. 
Transmitted between cats via saliva, ocular or
nasal discharge.

Feline Calicivirus 
A virus that attacks the respiratory system,
mouth, GIT and musculoskeletal system in cats.

Feline Chlamydia
Bacteria based chronic respiratory infection.
Caused by the bacterium Chlamydophila felis.

The most common causes of Cat Flu include:
Causes

 Antibiotics - Oral & ophthalmic dispensed by a Vet. 
 Frequent Cleaning - Using a warm swab, gently clean any ocular/nasal discharge to prevent
any crusty build up.
 Hydration - Including oral electrolytes (lectade) and subcutaneous fluids if needed.
 Feeding - Syringe/tube feed if necessary.
 Keeping Airways Open - you can use a nebuliser or a steamy bathroom for 10-15 min.
 Additional support - L-lysine (enisyl) - amino acid that supports the immune system against
herpes viruses. Pain relief if necessary and can be dispensed by a Vet.

1.
2.

3.
4.
5.
6.

Treatment
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Diseases/Illness

Ringworm
Ringworm (Dermatophytosis) is actually a fungal skin infection and not 'worms' as the name suggests.
The kitten populations most at risk are the very young/old or immunocompromised.

#1:  Ringworm is a zoonotic condition, meaning it can be
transferred from people to animals and vice versa.
 
#2:  It can last in the environment for 18 months!
Cleaning with F10 is essential as well as bleach at 1:10-
1:1000 bleach (10ml/L). 
 
#3:  Incubation period is 1-3 weeks. SUPER important to
quarantine new kittens!
 
#4:  It's spread by microscopic spores & can travel via
dust particles, air currents & even fleas from an infected
person/animal/bedding/objects/clothing.

Ringworm Facts!

 Antifungal Wash - prevent shedding. Malaseb must stay on for 10 min
before washing, repeat twice weekly. Caution with hypothermia in young
kittens.
 Oral Medication - reduce infection time. Itraconazole (Sporonox) can
be dispensed by your Vet.
 Environmental Cleaning - prevent transfer. Limiting kittens to an easy to
clean area (away from carpet). Isolate from other animals/people and use
barrier nursing techniques.

1.

2.

3.

Treatment

Symptoms
Circular or irregular patch of
hair loss
Red/crusted skin
Affects predominantly face
and extremities

Diagnosis
Wood’s Lamp (50% will fluoresce)
Fungal Culture (takes 6 wks)
Be careful of false positives

for 6 weeks total is sufficient



Diseases/Illness
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Symptoms
Lethargy
Depression
Coma
Muscle twitching
Seizuring

Hypoglycaemia
Hypoglycemia, also known as low blood sugar. Kittens are especially susceptible to hypoglycaemia as
they have insufficient muscle glycogen reserves and body fat to maintain blood glucose levels without
regular feeding.

Starvation/Inadequate Feeding
Can occur in orphaned kittens
Or from inadequate nursing from the queen/mum

Physiological Stresses
Such as parasites, diarrhoea or sepsis

It can be caused by:
Causes

 Glucose Fluids - Glucose 5-10% at 0.25ml/30g body weight.
 Oral Sugar Solution - Contraindicated in seizuring or unconscious kittens. Nutrigel or 50%
dextrose solution at 2ml/kg.
 Supportive Care - It's common for hypoglycaemic kittens to also be hypothermic and
hypovolaemic. Be sure to warm kittens and any fluid therapy to 37 degrees. Ensure to assess all
vitals and provide supportive treatment (take to a Vet ASAP for assistance). Once stable, provide
regular feeding of formula/high protein food for the next 24 hours.

1.
2.

3.

Treatment
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Diseases/Illness

Hypothermia
Hypothermia is a medical emergency that occurs when your body loses heat faster than it can produce
heat, causing a dangerously low body temperature. 
 
In fact, it's one of the most common causes of neonatal kitten mortality as they cannot regulate their
own body temperature. This is because they have a much higher surface area to volume ratio - meaning
they have more surface to lose heat from!

#1:  Keep a neonate warm - They rely on external
factors to keep warm (this is usually their mother).
Orphans need a heat source (heat pad, snuggle safe
etc.)
 
#2:  Don’t feed a cold kitten! Hypothermic kittens
cannot metabolise food or medication.
 
#3:  Gradually warm them up - Use a moderate,
consistent heat over 1 hour.
 
#4:  Allow room to move - When setting up their
housing, allow space for the kitten to move away from
the heat source so they do not overheat.

TIPS:

Take the kitten to a Vet ASAP. Even if
the kitten is responding to warming,
it’s important for a Vet to examine
to kitten and to determine if any
further treatment is required.

What else...



Diseases/Illness
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Diarrhoea
Diarrhoea can be caused by various factors and it should be treated urgently, as kittens can quickly
become dehydrated which can be fatal. 

Change in diet 
Intestinal worms/parasites (e.g. Coccidia)
Overfeeding
Feeding spoilt formula
Infection
Medication side effects

It can be caused by:
Causes

Stress
Toxicities
Coronavirus
Other medical issues (digestive
disorders and diseases)

Treatment
The underlying problem causing the diarrhoea needs to be established and then treated, as well as
supportive treatment for the kitten to help resolve the diarrhoea.

 Keep them hydrated!
Diarrhoea can easily cause a neonate to become dehydrated, which can be fatal. 
Oral electrolytes (lectade). 
Subcutaneous fluids/IV fluids (performed by a Vet).

 Other Treatment
Probiotics (e.g. Protexin) can be mixed into their formula or wet food.
Ensure parasite control is up to date (worm treatment). 
Slippery elm - benign adjunctive treatment can coat the intestine and have a local anti-
inflammatory effect (dose ⅛ tsp BID in food/milk).

1.
a.
b.
c.

2.
a.
b.
c.

A Vet check is needed to determine the cause of the diarrhoea. 
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Diseases/Illness

Constipation
Making sure the kitten is hydrated should be priority. Small warm water/microlax enemas (performed
by a Vet) may help relieve some of the constipation until the underlying cause is treated.

How to help at home:
Hydration (oral electrolytes, SC fluids).
Apply a warm heat pack to their abdomens
and gently massage.

Take to the Vet:
If their abdomens become large.
They haven’t passed faeces for more than 2
days.
Vets can perform an enema.

1.
a.
b.

2.
a.
b.

c.

Treatment
Causes

Formula that is too concentrated
Not toileting frequently enough
Dehydration
Intestinal obstructions (from
eating foreign objects that block
the stomach/intestines)
Severe intestinal parasites

Parasites
A parasite is an organism that lives in or on an organism of another species (its host) and benefits by
deriving nutrients at the other's expense.

Advantage spot on from
birth.
Frontline spray from 2 days
old (query regarding
resistance in populations).

Fleas

Roundworm, hookworm,
tapeworm, whipworm.
Treated with allwormer
liquid (fembendazole at
2ml/kg), or tablet (milbemax
once 6 weeks/over 500g).

Intestinal Worms

Scratching at ears.
Shaking head excessively.
Can be transmitted to and
from dogs.
Treated with spot on
treatment.
NB: Must be diagnosed by a
Vet to rule out other causes
e.g. bacterial infection.

Mites



Critical Care
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Why some kittens might suddenly fall ill
Neonatal kittens are very fragile, and their health can deteriorate in a matter of hours. A common term
for these situations is “Fading Kitten Syndrome”. There can be various causes for “Fading Kitten
Syndrome” and a carer should act immediately if they notice any of the signs. 

Hypothermia  - low body temperature
Hypoglycaemia - low blood glucose levels
Dehydration - e.g. from diarrhoea/vomiting
Anaemia - from flea infestations/intestinal parasites
Congenital defects - cleft palate, open fontanelles
Lack of colostrum - which kittens receive from mum in the first 24
hours of birth
Infections - upper respiratory infections (“Cat Flu”), sepsis,
panleukopaenia (“Cat Parvo”) etc.

Some causes include:

Signs a kitten may be deteriorating:

Weight loss Lethargy/unresponsive

Vomiting/diarrhoea Reluctance to feed
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Critical Care

What you can do at home
If a kitten starts to display these symptoms, you must act immediately! It's always best to seek
veterinary assistance in these circumstances, however if you cannot get to a vet immediately, you can
do the following at home:

Assess the kitten’s temperature, hydration and overall demeanor.
Actively warm the kitten if hypothermic.
If dehydrated, administer subcutaneous fluids - 1ml fluids/30g body weight (this should
always be performed by an experienced carer).
Apply a small amount of Nutrigel (a high calorie supplement) onto the kittens gums every
20-30 mins.
Monitor the kitten closely for any improvement/further deterioration. Take to a neonatal
Vet ASAP.
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Go on and foster!
@thekittennurseryaus

Operating as a registered charity within Western
Australia, TKNA is both an educational initiative and

fostering project with a mission to provide the highest
level of care for kittens.
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