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Abstract
Fading Kitten Syndrome in black, white and gray
Fading kitten syndrome is not a disease, but rather a condition that affects some neonatal (bottle-baby) kittens.
This session will demystify the causes of fading kitten syndrome and explain how appropriate daily care and
feeding of neonatal kittens can prevent many cases of “fading.”
Learn to recognize the early signs of fading kitten syndrome and what you can do to treat and reverse many of
the occurrences. With proven techniques for providing excellent daily care, kittens will have a solid start and a
bright future.

Full Paper
Fading kitten syndrome (FKS) is no longer as mysterious as it once was. Although there are still some gray areas
regarding causes and treatments, much is now clearly understood. By identifying known causes of FKS and taking
steps to minimize or prevent those situations, many cases of FKS can be completely avoided. In other situations,
kittens can still be saved by recognizing early fading signs and providing immediate treatment.
Fading Kitten Syndrome (aka failure to thrive) is not a single disease, but a set of signs that are seen in a variety of
illnesses. Generally, the term is associated with kittens zero to four weeks old, but sometimes used even with older
kittens.
Signs of Fading Kitten Syndrome
-Inappetence
-Lethargy or unresponsiveness
-Hypothermia (sometimes hyperthermia)
-Pale gums
-Dehydration
-Diarrhea
-Vomiting
-Excessive crying or agitation
-Lack of weight gain
-Lack of or decrease in righting, rooting and suckling responses
Early recognition of these signs can mean the difference between life and death, so newborn kittens must be monitored
closely.
Possible Causes of Fading Kitten Syndrome
-Premature birth
-Extremes in ambient temperature causing hypo- or hyperthermia
-Exposure to or ingestion of toxins
-Unsanitary living conditions
-Poor nutrition
-Hypoglycemia
-Dehydration
-Genetic defects
-Isoerythrolysis
-Bacterial, parasitic or viral infections
Treatments for Fading Kitten Syndrome
Three of the most common causes for FKS are hypothermia, hypoglycemia and dehydration. Addressing these three
conditions first will save many kittens. Providing heat by holding the kitten close to your body can be a start for
rewarming, but kittens need a temperature warmer than humans, so an additional heat source is necessary. Check
hydration and administer fluids either orally (only if the kitten has a swallow response), subcutaneously or via IV
catheter. Be sure fluids are warmed for hypothermic kittens. Glucose, corn syrup or other simple sugar should be
rubbed onto the kitten’s gums and can be done again approximately every 5-10 minutes until a positive response is
seen or until attempts at reviving are suspended.

Even if kittens are revived with these steps, a thorough exam should be done to determine if there is a concurrent condition
also requiring attention. Often, bacterial infections are a cause of FKS and antibiotics are needed for survival. Internal and
external parasites can have a deleterious effect on young kittens, so fleas and intestinal worms should be eliminated. Also
consider, test and treat for intestinal protozoal or bacterial overgrowth.
Auscultation and radiographs can help determine if pneumonia may be the cause of FKS as bottle-kittens - especially if fed
incorrectly on their back - often aspirate formula. In such cases medications, nebulizing and coupage are effective.
It is essential that kittens continue to receive feeding and proper nutrition. For severely debilitated kittens, or those receiving
milk replacer for the first time, diluting the milk-replacement formula will be easier for the kitten’s digestive system. Most
powdered milk replacement formulas are mixed at 1:2 formula to water ratio. Try a 1:4 ratio for the first 24 hours, then a 1:3
for the next 24 hours and finally the standard 1:2 mix.
Depending on the situation and severity, some genetic causes of FKS like cleft palates may be correctable. However, many
defects may not be obvious even with additional diagnostics.
Since many of the causes of fading kitten syndrome are now known, we can avoid putting kittens at risk by preventing or
eliminating those situations.
Proper care for bottle-baby kittens
Kittens must be weighed at least once a day using a digital scale that measures in grams or tenths of ounces.
Weight loss, or lack of gain, is often the first – and sometimes the only – sign that something is wrong! Record and
review weights daily, and take immediate steps to investigate and correct lack of weight gain.
A note about kittens with a momma cat: Even when kittens are with a nursing queen, they must also be weighed daily.
Kittens may appear to be nursing, but that does not guarantee that they are getting enough – or even any – milk. As with
any kitten taken into shelter or foster, newborn kittens must also receive a quick exam to check general condition and
specifically for malformations such as cleft palate, twisted limbs or imperforate anus. Depending on the severity of the
condition(s), many malformations can be corrected by a veterinarian immediately or at a later date. Early recognition of
malformations or illnesses is crucial if kittens are to survive. Be sure to also monitor the health of the nursing queen,
checking her weight at least twice weekly and also checking for mastitis. Kittens must be removed from the queen and
bottle fed if she develops mastitis and while she is receiving treatment.
Housing: Carrier with a lid that still allows for appropriate ventilation, but without drafts. Neonatal kittens cannot retract their
claws, so smooth, non-loopy bedding such as flannel or fleece should be used to minimize the chances of claws from being
caught in the fabric. A pet-safe heat source placed under only part of the kittens’ environment so kittens can move toward
or away from heat as needed is essential. Kittens cannot regulate their body temperature until about four weeks of age, and
hypothermia, a leading cause of fading kitten syndrome, can be prevented simply by supplying a necessary source of heat.
Feeding: Neonatal (bottle-baby) kittens must receive consistent feedings of a quality kitten milk replacer via syringe (if
weak, but able to swallow) or preferably by bottle for those able to suckle. There are many products commercially available;
home-made formulas or milk for other kinds of animals should be avoided as they do not contain the correct or appropriate
amounts of essential nutrients needed for proper development. Likewise, be sure the milk replacer is intended specifically
for daily feeding and growth of kittens. Some ‘milk for cats’ products can be mistaken as milk for kittens, but are actually
only meant as a treat for older cats. These products do not contain the required nutrition that kittens need to survive. Lack
of proper nourishment and low blood glucose levels are common causes of fading kitten syndrome which can be avoided.

Kittens must always be fed in a prone position on their stomachs at ~45-degree angle, NEVER on their backs. Incorrect
positioning of kittens while feeding can cause formula/food to enter the lungs (aspiration) and can cause illness, pneumonia
and even death. Subclinical pneumonia can be a cause of fading kitten syndrome. Proper positioning while feeding can help
minimize this risk.
Kittens less than 3-4 weeks of age must be stimulated to urinate and defecate. Caregivers must do this several times every
day to prevent kittens from become dangerously constipated which, in severe cases, could result in death.
Kittens, their environment and all the supplies used with them must be kept scrupulously clean. Bacterial infection is a
common cause of illness and death in young kittens. A clean environment can minimize the chances for bacterial infections,
and if infections are noticed, appropriate antibiotics should be prescribed by a veterinarian for treatment. Early recognition of
illness and assertive treatments are key for increasing kittens’ chances of survival. See ‘Fading Kittens and Sepsis.’
Kittens may occasionally have diarrhea due to diet changes, parasites, illnesses and even some medications. Diarrhea can
quickly cause dehydration in kittens, which is another leading cause of fading kitten syndrome. Caregivers should be
instructed how to check for dehydration and monitor all kittens closely – especially if they are having diarrhea. Proper
hydration must be maintained for kittens to survive or thrive. Parasites should be eliminated with approved treatments, and
dietary indiscretions avoided. The use of probiotics is often beneficial for helping to maintain healthy gut flora.
With proper daily care, housing, feeding and monitoring, many of the most common causes of fading kitten syndrome can be
eliminated. Many others can be minimized, and early recognition of signs as well as proactive treatment will result in many
lives saved.
Visit https://kittencoalition.org/ for additional information to help kittens.
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