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As far as I can recall, I’ve never met anybody who does not like puppies & kittens. And how could it be? 

They are cute, they make us laugh so much that their adventures are all over the Internet (laugh is 

definitely the best therapy ever in my opinion) : no wonder we humans became such big fans ! Part of 

what makes them so cute is certainly the fact we see them as fragile and frail beings. In our eyes, this 

looks adorable, right ? On the other hand however, when it comes to veterinary medicine and 

management of those individuals, this aspect can also become a curse.   

 

“Puppies” and “Kittens” are generic terms we use whatever their age, but it is important to differentiate 

two very specific periods of their life : 

- The neonatal period, that goes from birth to 3-4 weeks of age (typically until they are weaned) ; 

- The pediatric period, which goes from weaning to adult age. 

 

Two very specific periods, with very different challenges. We recently touched on some of the aspects of 

the pediatric period during one of our webinar (you can take a look at the materials, they are available 

here http://royalcaninbreedersclub.ning.com/profiles/blogs/e-book-myth-busters-10-misconceptions-

in-growing-puppies ). In this e-book therefore, we will only focus on the neonatal challenges. 
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Take a look at the two pictures above. Ok, they are cute puppies & kittens. But as we mentioned a few 

lines before, they do seem fragile. Delicate. Immature. And I’m sure when can come up with a very long 

list of adjectives showing that those newborns will have a lot to go through in order to survive and make 

it through adult age.  Those ones however are lucky : as you can see on the pictures, they have a 

mother. She will take care of basic things they need. Provide shelter. Feed them. Protect them. They will 

deeply rely on her. She will make their life way easier. Somehow, she is their savior. 

 

That’s how things should be in a perfect world. In shelters, we know all too well that life is not always 

that perfect. Think of what can happen when, all of a sudden, the mother is removed from the equation. 

You end up just with newborn puppies, newborn kittens. For them, under those circumstances, life just 

got way tougher…  

 

This is one of those real-life situations you might run into when you work or volunteer at an animal 

shelter. Orphaned puppies & especially orphaned kittens will show up at your doorstep. You will have to 

fully replace their mothers. And here I will quote our friend Spider-Man (yep, this is my geek moment!) : 

“ With great powers come great responsibilities.”  You will need to know what you’re doing. Especially 

because, on this journey we are about to take, they are lots of traps lurking in the dark.  

 

Don’t worry, we’ll do this together today ! We will in fact follow one of my new virtual friend : her name 

is Lucy and she just started volunteering at her local animal shelter. She never had to deal with newborn 

pets before, but by the end of this e-book, she will be way more familiar with all those very specific 

aspects ! 

 



 

Let me introduce you to Lucy ! She is a student in a little university town. She has lots of energy and 

wants to play an active role in her community. A couple of weeks ago, while she was jogging, she saw a 

sign : “ V.L.T.H.S (if you wonder, this acronym stands for Very Little Town Human Society) welcomes 

volunteers “. She loves pets and like many of you I’m sure, wants to make this world a better place for 

them.  She gave it some thought, talked with some of her friends about it… Thought “why not ?”, took 

her phone and gave them a call. And here she is now, volunteering at the local shelter for nearly 2 

weeks !  

 

So far so good, she loves it !This is a very small organization so volunteers have the opportunity to be 

involved in a large variety of activities. And she gets to be with dogs and cats several hours per week, 

that feels simply great ! With her studies, she is often part of the last afternoon shift. Small town means 

small groups of volunteers working together and very often, it is just her and one more experienced 

person. Tonight, she pairs with a veterinary nurse named Martha. Tonight, something is about to 

happen. And that will definitely change her life. 

 



 

 
It is 7pm on a dark and cold Tuesday night. Lucy is still at the shelter, preparing to close for the night. 

They just finished the day and are already putting their coats on and turning off the lights. It is time to 

go back home, and Lucy has the feeling that it has been a full and busy day helping the pets housed in 

the structure.  

 

Last chat over a cup of coffee in the kitchen and then, time to head back home ! But while Lucy and 

Martha sip that last cup, the doorbell rings. The door is always closed at this time of the night, but they 

can’t help but wonder : who could this be ? Lucy steps out of the kitchen and look at the main door. She 

thinks she saw a shadow behind the tainted window, and heads to the front door, wondering what it 

can be about.  

 

When she opens the door, the cold cold air takes her by surprise. Brrr, she definitely wants to go home ! 

And there is nobody to be seen. It is still dark and cold outside. She can’t help but wonder who would 

put this kind of prank in this type of weather. People… She is about to close the door and turn the lights 

off when she hears a feeble noise. She looks down and see that there must have been somebody there… 

and this somebody probably just let this small cardboard box in front of the shelter door !!! And no 

doubt : there is SOMETHING inside !  



 

 

 

 
She opens it to take a peak… and now she understands what just happened. Inside of the box, there are 

4 small kittens somehow meowing at her. She quickly takes the box inside and calls Martha. Seems like 

after all, their shelter shift is not over yet…  

 

If you remember, Lucy has been volunteering for only two weeks. This is the first time she sees kittens at 

the shelter ! And from what she can see, those are newborns. They are really tiny, their eyes are still 

closed.... They look very dirty as well, with mud and dirt stuck on their coat. Poor kitties ! And they keep 

meowing : they must be starving, she thinks !  

 

Lucy rushes into the kitchen room, holding the cardboard box in both her hands. 

 

- Martha, she says. Look at those little kitties somebody just abandoned on our doorstep. We 

need to give them something to eat right now ! 

 

Very quietly, the nurse takes a last sip of coffee (Lucy can’t help but wonder why she is not rushing, but 

that might be what they call “experience” she thinks) and just says to Lucy : 



 

- Not yet.  

Lucy cannot hide her surprise : 

- What do you mean, “not yet” ? They are orphaned newborns somebody just abandoned. They 

MUST be starving. 

 

Martha gives her a very kind look, like she understands the flush of adrenaline she is going through.  

 

- Sure, sweetie. However, first things first. There are still few things we need to check. Bring them 

in the intake room so we can take a good look at them. First, we need to take their temperature. 

 

 

 

Now Lucy is confused. She would definitely NOT have put “taking the kittens’ temperature” first on the 

to-do list when dealing with newborn kittens. But Martha must know what she is doing, she has been 

working here for a while and must have seen lots of kittens…  

 

Lucy however loves to understand why she is doing things, so she asks Martha : 

 

- Why taking the temperature first ?  



 

- Good that you want to learn, says Martha, smiling at her. Hypothermia is a big problem in 

newborn puppies and kittens. If they are hypothermic, their digestive transit automatically 

stops. They simply cannot digest what you will feed them with if this is the case, and it can lead 

to false aspiration… So you always want to check this first, to make sure you are not doing any 

mistake.  

 

So Lucy starts taking one kitten’s temperature and she blinks when she sees the measure : 35.2°C 

(95.4°F) !!!! She starts freaking out (she remembers that dog and cat temperature is 38-39°C – 100-

102°F) and grabs Martha’s shoulder. 

 

- Martha, Martha. This one is hyporthermic. Look at the thermometer ! 

 

However, to her surprise, Martha does not blink an eye ( now she is impressed, she must REALLY be 

experienced).  

 

- Don’t worry sweetie. This is totally normal. 

 

- Normal ? What do you mean normal ? Lucy starts getting confused with Martha’s answers. 

 

- Newborn puppies and kittens have a lower body temperature than their adult counterparts. At 

birth it is usually around 35-36°C (95-97°F). There is nothing to worry about here. Their body 

temperature will not be similar to the adult’s before they reach 3 weeks of age.  

 



 

 
  



 

 
- This is when you need to worry, Martha says. 

 

When a newborn’s body temperature gets under 34°C (93.2°F), it cannot digest anymore. If you botte-

feed such puppy or kitten, they will bloat (because there is no more digestive transit) and will eventually 

false aspirate (which is never a good thing since it predisposes them to bronchopneumonia). Since they 

can digest, they might also develop hypoglycaemia, which can be fatal at this very young age. 

 

Learn more about the 3-H syndrome in puppies and kittens here : https://youtu.be/F8exHS6tfL4  

 

When their body temperature drops under 32°C (89.6°F), they lose their suckling reflex. So you see, this 

is where it gets tricky because they might lose their ability to digest while they still have their suckling 

reflex ! You can easily be mistaken.  

 

That’s why at intake, with newborns, the rule is ALWAYS to start by taking their temperature !  

 

https://youtu.be/F8exHS6tfL4


 

 
- And if they are cold, asks Lucy. What do we do then ?  

 

- You obviously need to warm them up, says Martha. However, here as well, there are rules.  

 

If you have to warm up newborn kittens or puppies, do it progressively! Don’t overheat them, because 

this could result in life threatening organ failure (heart and kidneys are especially susceptible to 

overheating) ! They should be warmed up during 1h30-2hours before trying to bottle feed them.  

 

To do so, the recommended temperature in their direct environment should be the following : 

30°C (86°F) the first week of life  

28°C (82.4°F) the second week of life 

25°C (77°F) the 3rd week of life 

 

Those temperatures are important because newborns cannot regulate their body temperature during 

their first 3 weeks of life. Which means if they are cold, they will get colder since they don’t have the 

ability to shiver like adults.  

 

It is not only about the temperature, humidity matters as well.  



You see newborns are predisposed to dehydration (basically, they are 82% water). When heating the 

environment, it also decreases in parallel the humidity levels, which can therefore affect their hydration 

status and their health. Humidity levels should be around 55±10% in their direct environment to 

maintain the balance between adequate body temperature and optimal hydration status.  

 

There are lots of options available to make sure a newborn puppy/kitten is in an optimal environment, 

Martha says. I however believe that it is important to be able to monitor those environmental 

parameters, especially with orphans. Good thing they invented portable weather stations, I find they are 

great tools to make sure everything is in order. 

 

 

 

Lucy nods.  

 

- Ok, this makes more sense for me now. And the good thing with those temperatures is that they 

will dry pretty fast in case we have to bathe them right ?  

 

Martha smiles.  

 



- That’s my dear, is also a very common mistake ! You are right, we often need to bathe them – 

and we definitely to bath those ones sooner or later, just look how covered of mud they are. It is 

never a good thing to let them in this condition, this will favor the development of infections 

they are not really able to cope with at the moment. But you need to make sure they are fully 

dried BEFORE putting them in their warm environment ! 

 

You see, to evaporate water needs energy. So if the kittens are wet after a bath, to evaporate the water 

they have on their coat will take the energy required… on the kittens. It will basically decrease their 

body temperature. No big deal for an adult but remember, kittens cannot regulate their body 

temperature by themselves. 

 

So when you bathe them, you need to make sure this will NOT get them colder ! 

 

You will need to use tepid water. 

 

And you will need to dry them up : warm towels and tissues are always of great help, always good to 

keep them on hand !  

  

 



 

 
Lucy would never have thought that temperature was such a critical parameter for newborn puppies & 

kittens. She is grateful that she is here with Martha, who knows what kind of mistakes she would have 

made if she was by herself ! 

 

- What’s next then ?, Lucy asks. Should we feed them now ? 

 

- Be patient, we’ll do that soon enough. We still need to quickly assess them. And there are three 

key steps. 

  



1st : Assess their vigor ! 

 

 

 

When newborn puppies & kittens enter a shelter, there are three simples reflexes you can check on 

them to quickly make sure they are doing fine… or not.  

 

The suckling reflex : if you put your finger in the mouth of the newborn, it should automatically suckle. 

Make sure your hands are clean before assessing it and keep in mind that newborns will NOT respond if 

the finger is cold or tastes like disinfectant.  

 

The rooting reflex : make a circle of the thumb and forefinger on one hand and insert the neonate’s 

nose into that circle. Normal pups/kittens will push against it or root.  

 

The righting reflex : place the neonate on its back on a soft, warm surface : normal newborns should be 

able to right themselves fairly quickly. 

 

  



2nd / Open their mouth to make sure there is no cleft palate ! 

 

Cleft palates as shown on the picture above is from far the most congenital defect that can be 

encountered in newborn puppies and kittens.  

More information on this here : 

http://royalcaninbreedersclub.ning.com/profiles/blogs/cleft-palates-in-dogs-and-cats-21-facts-

breeders-need-to-know  

http://royalcaninbreedersclub.ning.com/profiles/blogs/cleft-palates-in-dogs-and-cats-21-facts-

breeders-need-to-know-1  
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3rd/ Weigh them ! 

 

A low birth weight is indeed associated with higher mortality risk. Knowing how much they weight at the 

time they enter the shelter and monitoring their weight gain afterwards is THE best clinical tool you 

have at your disposal.  

 



 

 
Rule of thumb : newborn puppies & kittens gain weight on a daily basis. When they start doing a plateau 

or losing weight, it means that there is something wrong. Maybe they are not gaining enough from their 

nutrition, maybe they are suffering from an infection… Weight loss will however be the 1st clinical sign 

that will be observed. Monitoring will always be of great importance therefore. 

 

Lucy and Martha quickly check the 4 kittens and great news : they are vigorous, there is no cleft palates 

and they all weight between 110-125g !  

 

Lucy takes a deep breath. Despite what they might have been through, they are still doing ok so far.  

 

She looks at Martha and she smiles at her again : 

 

- Ok, now we get to feed them. Go bring me the milk replacer. 

 



 

 
Lucy is excited. How cool a Facebook post would this be, her bottle-feeding a litter of kittens ! She gets 

out of the intake room and immediately takes her cell phone. She better texts her boyfriend so that he 

knows that she is working late.  

Ok, done. But what did Martha said already ? Oh yes, bring the milk. She did not say anything about 

where to find it but it must be in the kitchen. So she walks into the shelter kitchen and opens the fridge.  

Here is the milk ! They opened it this morning so it is still half full, those kittens are not that big so 

certainly there will be more than enough for them !  

- Martha, how are we going to feed them ? Do we have bottl… 

Lucy stops because she realizes that Martha is laughing.  

- What ? What did I do wrong this time ? 

Martha points at the bottle of milk she carries in her hands.  

- What is that for ? 

 

- For the kittens… You told me to bring the milk and… 



 

- I told you to bring the milk replacer for KITTENS. They are kittens you know, they have very 

specific needs. This milk will do them no good, trust me ! 

Lucy is puzzled. 

- Wait, this is… milk. How could it be any different ?  

 

- It is quite different my dear. It is quite different !  

 

 

This is going to get technical, Martha says, but it is important you understand because you are not the 

first one making this mistake.  

What you hold in your hand is cow’s milk : but think for a second of the speed of growth of large animals 

vs dogs & cats. Way different right ?  

Kittens usually reach their adult size when they are a year old. In dogs it obviously depends on their size 

but this will happen between 8 months (toy dogs) to 2 years (giant dogs) : they grow WAY FASTER. This 

intense and fast growth requires way more energy than in large animal species. 



More info on this topic here : http://royalcaninbreedersclub.ning.com/profiles/blogs/myth-busters-why-

goat-milk-is-no-more-a-valuable-alternative  

The composition of those milks is also way different. Large animal milks are richer in lactose compared 

to dog’s and cat’s. And this for instance modifies an important parameter called osmolarity. 

It sounds complex I agree, but it is important to understand the consequences. Osmolarity directly 

influences liquid absorption in the guts.  

When the osmolarity of the digestive content is “normal”, this is what should happen : the liquid is 

absorbed through the digestive tract. 
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But when you use something with a different osmolarity, for instance with more lactose in it, the exact 

opposite happens.  

Water is attracted in the other direction, therefore in the digestive lumen. More water in the digestive 

lumen means higher risk for development of diarrhea. NEVER a good thing in newborns.  

 

You understand why you definitely need to use a dedicated milk replacer ! My bad, I though you knew 

where it was but stay here, I’m going to grab it. 

Martha quickly comes back with a canister of feline milk replacer. Lucy realises it is powder-made. 

- I guess it is not only about the type of milk replacer, she says. If it is powder, the mixing must be 

critical as well. Too much water and not enough powder and you will increase the water 

absorption. Too much powder and not enough water and you’ll do the opposite… 

Martha gives her a proud look. 

- Clever girl, she says. The mixing is indeed one of the most critical part and this is where the most 

common mistakes are made. If it is not homogenous you can indeed whether end up with 

diarrhea or constipation in the newborns. It is definitely important to make sure you use the 

right ratio of water and powder, and also that it makes a very homogenous solution.  



It is Lucy who now smiles broadly.  

- I knew those biology lessons will bear their fruits one day ! Can’t we use those properties the 

other way around as well, Lucy asks ? I mean, if one of the kitten develops diarrhea or 

constipation, can we play on the concentration of the milk to help restore normal digestive 

function. 

Martha is clearly impressed now. 

- Yes indeed, we can do that she says. When a newborn suffers from diarrhea, you should dilute 

the powder with 120% of the required volume of water. On the other hand, when dealing with 

constipation, you do it the other way around : you will only use 80% of the required volume of 

water to dilute the milk. It is kind of counter-intuitive but it does the trick, I’ve used it several 

times and it usually helps make things right when there is no underlying infection. 

Lucy is definitely proud of herself and she also understands something important. In shelters, you need 

to be ready to face the unexpected. If the type of milk used is so critical, it is always good to keep some 

handy because you will never know when those cases will show up. She makes a note in her mind : after 

they are done bottle-feeding, she will ask Martha to show her where she found this canister of cat milk 

replacer. She better knows where to find it for the future litters that will show up at their doorstep ! 

  



 

Martha just prepared a bottle of milk for the kittens. She really insisted on the fact that the milk needs 

to be around human body temperature before feeding the kittens (too hot : it will burn them ; too cold : 

they won’t eat it and if they do it might cool them down, which Lucy now knows it is never a good 

thing).  

It is soon going to be Lucy’s great moment, the one that will probably help her win several “Likes” on 

social media when she will post the picture on her profile ! Martha promised she will be allowed to 

bottle-feed the kittens ! 

And while she was waiting for Martha to get the milk ready, she quickly googled “bottle-feeding 

kittens”… and found many many different pictures… 



 

And that confuses her !!! How is she supposed to bottle-feed those kittens ? In her mind, it should be 

like a human baby (like picture B on the slide above). But now she can’t help but wonder…  

And here comes Martha, handing her the bottle out. She might have seen the confusion in her eyes 

because she immediately says : 

- You’ve never done that before, right ?  

Lucy shakes her head. 

- Nope. And I just made a quick search online to look smart about it, but that did not really help… 

 

- Don’t always trust what you see online, there are lots of misconceptions hanging out there. Let 

me show you how it is done then. 

 



 

This is the physiological position of a puppy/kitten nursing on their mother. This is the position ( aka 

sternal recumbency) that needs to be adopted when bottle-feeding a newborn of those species. NEVER 

bottle-feed a newborn upside down, like you would do for a human baby. 

The nipple should be aligned straight into the mouth. Nipple placement is important, since the nursing 

neonate rolls its tongue around the nipple and creates a seal when nursing. If the nipple is placed at an 

angle in which the seal cannot be accomplished, the neonates suck in air and develop colic. 

Gently maintaining the head of the newborn will also help while bottle-feeding. Some of them are VERY 

active and by frenetically moving their heads in all direction, will keep losing the nipple. 



 
While Martha bottle-feeds the first kitten to show her how it is done, Lucy notices that there is 

something on the table. There is a syringe and a kind of tube… Martha must have brought it here when 

she came back with the milk replacer but why… 

Apparently reading her mind, Martha answers. 

- This is for tube feeding. 

- Tube.. what ? asks Lucy   

- Tube-feeding. When a puppy or a kitten is too weak to suckle, the easiest way to get them the 

nutrition they need is to tube-feed them. We place a tube in their stomach and simply slowly 

inject the amount of milk required. 

- That sounds… scary !, says Lucy. I would never be able to do that ! 

- Well, if you want to stick around, you might have to, you know ! Tube feeding saves puppies’ & 

kittens’ lives ! And it is way easier to perform that what you think ! Take a look, there is a short 

description of the procedure next to the tube I think. 

Lucy takes a look and there is indeed what looks like a practical sheet. It looks like Martha’s writing, Lucy 

is more and more impressed about all the things the veterinary nurse has done in this structure ! 

She starts reading out loud so that Martha knows she is indeed following her advice :  

- Intubation needs to be done carefully, because if the tube is guided into the lungs the result can 

be false aspiration and even pneumonia.  

She looks back at Martha, doubtful.  



- And you said it is “way easier” than what I think !  

- Keep reading, the nurse told her with a note of amusement in her voice. 

 

So Lucy keeps reading the following bullet points :  

 

1. Hold the pup in the correct physiological position ; the head must not be either extended or 

turned. 

2. Measure the distance from the nose to last rib and place a marker. 

3. Fill the syringe and the feeding tube (should be between 5-8Fr) with the milk replacer to avoid 

injecting air in the stomach of the puppy/kitten ; 

4. Gently insert the feeding tube into the mouth of the newborn (go from one side of the mouth, 

don’t put it right in the middle) and advance it progressively. If the puppy starts coughing, stop 

immediately and remove the tube ; 

5. Introduce the tube until the mark reaches the tip of the nose ; 

6. Provided there is no cough reflex, inject the whole meal slowly, in 1-2 minutes.  

 

Lucy looks again at Martha.  

 

- It still sounds scary, you know. How can I be sure I don’t get the tube in the trachea ? 

- I’ll show you when we’ll have the opportunity and you will see. It is in fact not that easy to put 

the tube in the trachea. The more you will do this, the more you will get comfortable at it. You 

just need some practice. 

 

Take a look here for a video on how to tube feed a newborn puppy/kitten 

http://royalcaninbreedersclub.ning.com/profiles/blogs/neonatology-why-i-don-t-see-breast-feeding-

puppies-and-kittens-1  
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- And how do you decide when to tube-feed ? asks Lucy.  

 

- Rule of thumb: when the newborn is not strong enough to be bottle-fed. They can easily get 

hypoglycemic and therefore they become weak. When it comes to choosing between bottle-

feeding vs tube-feeding, the strength of the neonates will be the primary selection criteria you 

know.  

 

- But if they are so weak, shouldn’t we ask for veterinary help ? Maybe get them some fluids… 

 

- Fair point, Martha tells her. In humans, I think they start doing this when they deal with premies 

and sick babies. I know this is something that can be done in the veterinary world and if they 

have clinical signs of advanced illness like seizures I would certainly go straight to the veterinary 

clinic. If this is not the case, I would start by tube-feeding them : that will somehow get them the 

fluids and the energy they need. If there is no improvement in the next 12-24 hours, I will 

definitely seek veterinary support for sure. But if you are on your own and you are not sure 

things are going in the right direction, don’t hesitate and go for an emergency consultation. At 

the end of the day, it all depends on our experience. But hey, stop chatting, your time to bottle-

feed ! 



 

 

- Let’s do this, says Lucy with a big smile !  

She observed carefully what Martha was doing and she feels ready for it !  

- Poor kitty, you must be starving ! Drink as much as you want now ! 

But she knows she said something wrong as soon as she finished the sentence. Martha is shaking her 

heard again, which has not been a good sign since the beginning of this kitten adventure.  

- No no no, she says. You can allow them to eat as much as they want ! 

 

- Why ? Who knows what they have eaten so far, sure they will feel better with full bellies ! They 

will stop when they have eaten enough, don’t you think ? 

 

- Some neonates might, but many don’t. Especially if they are as greedy as Labrador puppies ! 

Those ones will drink the entire bottle if you let them ! And that is never a good thing ! They 

have limited digestive capacities so if they drink too much, the digestive system is overloaded. It 



can end up with what we call a diarrhea of overconsumption… which again is NEVER a good 

thing in newborn puppies and kittens ! 

 

Read more on this here : http://royalcaninbreedersclub.ning.com/profiles/blogs/white-stools-in-

newborn-kittens-puppies-what-does-it-mean  

- Ok so how do we know which volume to feed them ? Lucy asks. 

 

- Always start with the feeding guidelines, Martha says. And make sure you clearly understands 

them ! Don’t hesitate to pause the bottle-feeding during the process to make sure they are not 

drinking more than what they should !  

 

If you want to be even more accurate you can also do the maths. I have this written 

somewhere… Ah here it is : 

 

Kittens energy needs are around 200kcal/kg/day.  

 

For puppies, it is between 130-150kcal/kg/day.  
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With this in mind you can determine the volume of milk they should drink on a daily basis. It is 

just about doing the maths then, no big deal for you I’m sure ! 

 

 
 

- Ok I can do the maths if needed, Lucy says. However, how am I sure they get what they need 

from a practical standpoint ?  

 

- Well, two things : 

 

o First remember you will monitor their weight gain on a daily basis. As long as they are 

gaining weight and they stay healthy, you know you are on the right track and you 

should keep going this way. 

 

o Second : if they are fed enough, they will not suckle on each other. 

 

- What ????  

Lucy is surprised because she never thought puppies or kittens would suckle on anything else than a 

nipple.  



- This is a situation we run into quite often with orphaned puppies and kittens. Remember they 

have two main activities during those first weeks of life : eating and sleeping. When they are full 

they sleep. When they are hungry, well, they suckle… on whatever warm thing they can find, 

including their littermates. That can turn into a problem because it can be so intense sometimes 

that the suckled parts will become inflamed… 

Lucy immediately asks her : 

- That’s awful ! What can we do to prevent that ? Feed them more ?  

 

- Not more, Martha corrects. More often. If you feed them more again there is a risk for diarrhea 

of overconsumption because they receive too much on a single meal. If the problem arises 

however, part of the solution is to increase the frequency  of the meals. 

 

- Which is… asks Lucy.  

She realizes they haven’t discussed yet how often the newborns need to be bottle-fed.  

- Typically it is recommended to feed them at least : 

o 8 meals per day the 1st week of life ; 

o 6 meals per day the 2nd week of life; 

o 4 meals per day the 3rd week of life ; 

Lucy quickly does the maths : 8 meals per day the first week… does that mean bottle-feeding every 3 

hours, nighttime included ? She does love her sleep… 

- Forget about it dearie, says Martha. Newborns are time consuming! The first week you indeed 

have to wake up in the middle of the night to feed them. That is important since they do not 

have their mother !  

Lucy now better understands the challenge. However, this is not going to stop her. The more she bottle-

feeds those kittens, the more she understands: it might be time consuming to take care of newborn 

puppies & kittens, but it is for sure a really rewarding project. 



Lucy just finished bottle-feeding her first kitten. She kindly looks at the kitten’s apparently full belly. One 

good thing done, let’s take care of the others. She puts it back in the box but hear – again – Martha 

humming.  

 

- You forgot something.  

 

- What did I do wrong this time ?  

 

There is no more surprise in her voice. By now, she fully understands that she is a total newbie when it 

comes to newborn puppies & kittens !  

 

 

- After feeding them, you need to make them urinate and defecate ! Use this humid gauze and massage 

the perineal area with it, it will do the trick ! 

 

- How come ?!?! Can’t they do it on their own ?!?!? 

 

- As a matter of fact, they can’t. It is a reflex, remember their neurologic system is immature. They won’t 

be able to do so before 3 weeks of age. Until then you have to do it. After each meal.  

 



- And what if nothing comes out ? Maybe I did it wrong or something ?  

 

- Don’t worry. If they don’t expulse anything after a single stimulation it is not the end of the world. I’ll 

start worrying after two unproductive ones. If this is the case, they might be constipated. But now you 

know what to do if this situation ever occurs, right ! And if this ever happens, don’t forget to look inside 

their box. Sometimes just the friction on the surface when they crawl is enough to stimulate miction and 

defecation. There might be some clues there as well ! 

 

 

 
While they finish bottle-feeding the kittens, Lucy looks at those small creatures and can’t help thinking 

that life must be tough when one is so fragile.  

 

She heard about the colostrum, the first milk of the mother that is supposed to provide immunity to 

newborns. Sure it must be something important for kittens as well.  

 

Find out more about colostrum in puppies & kittens here : 

http://royalcaninbreedersclub.ning.com/profiles/blogs/colostrum-101-what-you-must-know-if-you-

breed-dogs-cats  

 

http://royalcaninbreedersclub.ning.com/profiles/blogs/colostrum-101-what-you-must-know-if-you-breed-dogs-cats
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However, in this case, can those kittens ever had access to colostrum ? She asks Martha about her 

thoughts on that. 

- I would always assume they haven’t suckled the colostrum from their mother, she says. I heard 

there are ways to check if this is the case or not (NB: you can assess the alkaline phosphatase in 

newborns, which is a marker of colostral intake), but it requires a blood sample and assay and 

we won’t be able to do this for every kitten arriving at the shelter. We just need to do whatever 

we can to protect them against pathogens. 

Find out about the alternatives when you suspect there was no colostrum intake here : 

http://royalcaninbreedersclub.ning.com/profiles/blogs/blog-no-colostrum-what-about-serum  

 

- Also, Martha says, always take a good look at their umbilicus.  

 

- Why is that ? Lucy asks. 

 

Martha starts to explain her everything she knows about umbilical infections in newborns.  

http://royalcaninbreedersclub.ning.com/profiles/blogs/blog-no-colostrum-what-about-serum


Those are indeed a frequent cause of neonatal morbidity in newborn mammals. In many species – 

humans included-, a sick newborn will undergo ultrasounds examination of the umbilical area to rule out 

umbilical abcesses.  

The first thing you can do to better protect the newborn, she says, is to take proper care of their 

umbilical cord. Indeed, the umbilical cord contains blood vessels that directly connect the inside of the 

abdominal cavity with the outside environment, and represents a direct access for the bacteria of the 

environment.  

It is therefore important to properly disinfect its terminal end on a regular basis (2-3 times a day) with 

an antiseptic solution (Betadine, Chlorehexidine,…) until it falls down (typically 2-3 days after birth). This 

simple measure is often overlooked, but this should be done all the time, even when it seems like the 

mother cut the umbilical cord herself. If you think about it, there are lots of germs in the oral cavity of 

canines and felines… 

  



 

They are done bottle-feeding the 4 kittens. Lucy watches them now sleeping in their cardboard, on top 

of the green towel Martha added to keep them warm. The veterinary nurse will bring them back home 

with her tonight, until they figure out which foster family they should go to.  

- They will probably end up staying with me until we can offer them for adoption, Martha jokes.  

They are going to put a lot of efforts to save this kittens, Lucy realizes. It is a beautiful project, no doubt 

about that. However, she finds herself thinking about the future of those kittens as pets. Will they turn 

out ok ? Will they become the beloved house pet of their new owner ? Will being an orphaned kitten 

influence the way they behave ? She simply asks Martha, tonight she is the one with all the answers. 

- In puppies & kittens, the socialization period per se usually begins at 2 week, when they start to 

interact more and more with their environment. This is when kittens & puppies usually learn to 

behave like what we consider a “normal” pet. Sure, without the mother, it is not the same. It 

requires a little bit of work, but nothing we cannot handle ! 

We often hear that hand raised orphaned kittens/puppies can develop a plethora of problems such as 

impulsive behaviour, increased reactivity to stimuli, inappropriate play behaviour by lack of inhibition. 

That can indeed be the case, but the reason being that they were not exposed to other adults during the 

time when they would typically learn the appropriate play behavior.  



 

To avoid this then : 

1st/  Kittens/puppies should be kept with their siblings. If the litter must be broken up, at least they 

should be kept in pairs.  

 

2nd/ Handling sessions from the first days of a newborn’s life are recommended because they not only 

expose them to a mild stress but also seem to facilitate socialization when they get older. For instance, 

they may be removed from the nest and placed singly on a cool vinyl floor for 30 sec.  

When done in the first days after birth, when the neural pathways develop, the expected result is 

reduced behavioural and phyioslogical reaction to chronic stress and increased physiologic reaction to 

acute stress and reduced emotionality of the adult. 

 

3rd/ However it is important to keep in mind that too much stress is no good for the newborn puppies & 

kittens. They sleep a lot and they therefore should not be overmanipulated  (beware of children in foster 

homes !!!) . Avoid loud noises (but remember they don’t hear before 2 weeks of age). The use of 

pheromones is sometimes discussed and could bring additional benefits here as well.  

  



 

Martha turns off the lights and Lucy and her can finally leave the shelter. It is now 830pm at night.  

It has been a very busy evening, and Lucy definitely feels happy. She learnt a lot during this one hour 

and a half with Martha. This was her first time handling newborns and she did ok thanks to the support 

of the experienced veterinary nurse. She might not be able to do it on her own right now, but at least 

she knows the bases. And she will be of a better help next time a litter of kittens or puppies shows up at 

the shelter.  

This will unfortunately happen again, Martha made this pretty clear. It might not be as easy as tonight, 

where everything seemed ok right at the beginning. The other cases she will see might be more 

complex… 

But Lucy is ok with complexity. She know the bases now. She does feel ready. That’s all she needs.  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 


