AT-HOME CARE:  UNDERWEIGHT KITTENS 
(OTHER THAN BOTTLE BABIES)


GENERAL INFORMATION

Underweight kittens, for this document, are kittens under 2 lbs.  This is a minimum weight at which kittens are big enough to be safely vaccinated and altered.  Kittens typically reach 2 lbs at eight to ten weeks of age, but depending on their upbringing, illnesses, and genes, they may take more time.

HOW LONG WILL IT TAKE TO GET THE KITTEN TO 2 POUNDS?
This depends on how much the kittens weigh now, what condition they are in, and so on. Kittens typically gain about ¼ lb per week.  If your kitten weighs 1 lb now, a good guess is 4 weeks to get to 2 lbs.  This assumes there are no other problems such as the kitten getting sick.  It is important to monitor a kitten’s weight to detect problems. Don’t worry if you see kittens of different size in a litter.  Some are naturally bigger or smaller.   Here are some things to look for in kitten development:

1 Week Old:  No teeth; can push themselves around; eyes and ears not open yet.

2 Weeks Old: Eyes may be open or begin to open.  Ears are open.

3 Weeks Old: First teeth begin to come in; good sight and hearing; can stand up on their legs to move around, but are still totally dependent on mother.  Will follow mother to the litter box and emulate her.

4 Weeks Old: Most kittens will begin eating solid food. They first learn to lap fluids – try getting them to lick off your finger.

5 Weeks Old: Can walk and run more confidently. Start grooming themselves. A broader repertoire of noises for communication develops.  Mother may begin to discourage nursing.
6 Weeks Old: More teeth, better balance.

8 Weeks Old: Kittens are becoming fully independent.  Mother will begin discouraging suckling.

Good socialization/handling and a broad range of play are important from an early age to develop the kitten as a good pet.

ASK THE VET ABOUT…
· Checking ears for ear mites; if present, have them treated.

· If animal has not been de-wormed and is over 4 weeks old, ask that the de-worming medication be administered.

· Animals over 8 weeks old can be tested for feline leukemia before you take them home.  If you are getting a mama cat with your kittens, you should have her tested.

THE HOME ENVIRONMENT 

· Keep the kitten in a warm, draft-free, calm environment.  A heating pad, on low heat setting, under half of the sleeping area provides the kitten with needed warmth.  Young kittens have difficulty regulating their body temperature, especially without a mother cat’s body heat to keep them warm. 

· Remove anything breakable, fragile, or easily destroyed by claws (such as sheer curtains) and protect electrical cords from chewing.  You will appreciate not having your alarm system set off by kittens chewing the wires.   A small room, large kennel or Tokyo cage is the best place for kittens.

· If the kittens are in your bathroom, put the toilet seat cover down to avoid unexpected swims by kittens.

· Remove all houseplants. They may be lethal for kittens and kittens are usually lethal to plants.

· It is best to keep kittens away from other animals in your household, as they do not have much immunity to disease.  Also, mother cats can be extremely stressed by the presence of other cats and may be very protective of the kittens.  Stressed cats may refuse to eat, so try not to stress mother!

· If you eventually introduce another cat or kitten, don’t be surprised if you get hissing and growling.  Even a small kitten may take a week to get used to another kitten.

· Don’t handle the kittens too much to begin with; let them and their mother get comfortable.

· Offer plenty of clean water at all times.  Do not offer milk, which can cause diarrhea.  You will need to change the water frequently when kittens are around. They like to test the depth with their paws, which contaminates the water with dirty cat litter; they also tend to spill it and drop food and toys into it.

· Keep clean litter available.  Do not use clumping litter with kittens under 12 weeks old.  High moisture content of kitten waste and playing in the litter box make it a danger from ingestion.  A hooded cat pan makes it easier to keep your house clean, but some cats are not used to hooded cat pans.  Small kittens may not be able to climb into a tall litter pan; provide them with a low tray.  Keep them in a confined area and they will soon learn to use the litter pan.  If they do not use it, add another litter pan and confine them further!  Kittens can be very messy and like to play in the litter box.

· Offer something soft and fuzzy such as a cat bed or bath mat for sleeping.

· The kitten may be frightened and hide.  Usually this does not last very long.  Most kittens are quite friendly and happy to get attention.
SYMPTOMS TO EXPECT
· If you are lucky, there are no symptoms other than the kittens will climb and chew on everything in sight, and make a big mess by spreading food, water, and litter all over their environment.

· Sometimes, ear infections can develop – particularly if some ear mites were present and the cat was scratching at its ears.

· Diarrhea is possible as a result de-worming, parasite infection, unusual food, or an unrelated infection or imbalance in the gastrointestinal system.  Kittens can be infected with giardia if they drink contaminated water, or may develop coccidiosis.  Both are easily treated with medication, but you will need to get a diagnosis from a fecal sample.

· If your kittens start sneezing or sound congested, call the vet for advice and medication – they may have contracted an upper respiratory infection.

THINGS TO LOOK FOR AND WHEN TO SEE THE VET

· Make sure the kitten is eating and drinking. 

· Your kitten may not be weaned yet, especially if it has a mama cat readily available.  Kittens typically start to eat solid food at 3-4 weeks. PetsMart sells “Second Step” by KMR, a special weaning formula.  You can start with Second Step, and mix in wet food gradually until the kitten gets used to the taste.  You can also try feeding human baby food in meat flavors. Mother cats usually love this and will try to eat it all.  You can put a dab of Second Step or baby food on your finger and try to get the kitten to lick it.  This may take a few days of trying, so don’t get discouraged.

·  If your older, weaned kitten has not touched food in 24 hours, see the tip sheet on “Tips for getting your sick cat to eat”.  If you do not get the kitten to eat on its own, you can syringe baby food, nutritional supplements such as Nutrical and Dyne, and water into its mouth in small quantities.  If the kitten does not start eating the next day, visit the vet for assistance to avoid dehydration – they can tube-feed if necessary.

· Dehydration can occur when the cat does not take in enough liquid, and is accelerated by diarrhea.  If you pinch a fold of skin on the cat and release it, and it does not immediately snap back into place, the cat is likely dehydrated. The eyes of dehydrated cats will start to appear sunken.  A dehydrated cat usually will stop eating if they haven’t already, and will act lethargic (more noticeable in kittens).  When you notice dehydration, make an appointment with a vet to have fluids administered.  The smaller the kitten, the more urgent it is to treat dehydration.

· Diarrhea that is present for more than a few days may indicate another problem. You can take a fecal sample to a vet for analysis. Fresh samples are best; keep them refrigerated.  One of the first suspects is always parasites, such as tapeworms. See the handout on parasites for more information.

· Weight Loss is a signal that the animal is not eating well.  For kittens especially, weight should be monitored as they do not have much room to lose weight.  Postal scales are useful for weighing kittens.

· Lethargy in kittens: see veterinarian soon. Kittens who are eating and drinking are usually active and trying to play.  Lethargic kittens may be dehydrated, and this is very serious for kittens.

MEDICATION/FEEDING  INFORMATION

· Underweight kittens may take vitamin supplements but usually do not require any medication just to gain weight. 

· Mother cats should be given food frequently and they cannot eat too much! If you have mama cat too, she will be feeding the kittens, but offer them wet food so they will not depend on mother.  Cats at the shelter get a mixture of wet and dry food. Little kittens will usually eat wet food but need to get used to dry food.   

· Cottage cheese and plain, active-culture yogurt are good supplemental foods for mother cats.

·  Feed kitten food often, as much as they will eat!  Feeding a variety of flavors will get them used to a broad range of tastes. It is not possible for a kitten to take in all the food it needs in one feeding.
· If you don’t have canned kitten food, canned cat food is OK with dry kitten food, but watch out for bones in the fishy varieties.
RECORD-KEEPING YOU SHOULD DO:

· Keep a record of the kittens’ weight.  They should be gaining.  If they start losing, something is wrong.

· Take note of new symptoms and when they occur (such as diarrhea) so you will know how long they have been present if you need to discuss it with a veterinarian.

Sources:

The Well Cat Book,  by Terri McGinnis, D.V.M. , Random House, Inc., 1993.

Kitten Care and Training,  by Amy Shojai, Howell Book House, 1996.

This information has not been reviewed by a veterinarian.  It is intended to supplement, not replace, veterinary advice.   Please see your veterinarian if you have health or behavior concerns about your pet.
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