K

from birth to 13 weeks of age
The birth of a litter of kittens can be an
exciting time. As breeders we all have our share of
sleeplessness, anticipation, concern and relief as
the expected time of arrival and delivery dawns.
The gestation period for Burmese is on average 65
days (this varies slightly among other breeds). I
feel privileged to enjoy such a special time with my
cats and I thought it may be of interest (to those
who don’t already know) to share with you some
of the key developmental stages from the time
from birth to 13 weeks - the stage when most
people get to take home their precious new
kitten…
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A newborn kitten may take a while before it
begins to breathe; a kitten that does not breathe
spontaneously can be stimulated by the licking action of
the dam as the amniotic sac is ruptured but
a breeder may intervene if this
does not happen
promptly!
A kitten’s low basal
metabolism at birth enables it to cope
with hypoxia during birth, after which its heart
rate increases to 180-220bpm and its respiration to 1535 (breaths per min). Its internal temperature is 35.5 °C
at birth, increasing to 38.5 °C by around 5 weeks of age.
Chilling is a major danger to a wet newborn; it is
therefore essential to ensure that kittens are quickly
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dried before exposing them to a heat source such as an
infrared lamp (which takes away latent heat from the
wet skin).
Touch is the most developed sense at birth along
with smell which continues developing until 3 weeks. A
sucking reflex is present and response to pain evident at
this early stage.
Up to 3 weeks of age kittens spend up to 90% of
their time sleeping and the remainder suckling.
Their body systems are immature at birth.
Immature kidneys affect the balance of water and

electrolytes. The skin is thin (with a large surface area to
bodyweight ratio) and it only has a thin layer of keratin.
The risk of dehydration is therefore elevated in a neonate.
Thermoregulation (the ability to control body
temperature) is absent at birth and kittens have no brown
fat (to store heat). The shivering reflex only develops at
around 7 days old. Kittens are unable to control their own
body temperature until 3-4 weeks old. A rectal
temperature of below 34 ° C depresses digestive process
(so a cold kitten cannot digest food) and the sucking reflex
becomes affected at less than 32 °C (so a kitten chilled to
this level will not even attempt to feed). It is therefore
vital for a breeder to maintain optimum temperature (and
relative humidity) in the kittening box/pen during this time
to prevent chilling and dehydration.
Neonatal livers have insufficient glycogen stores
increasing risk of hypoglycaemia (low blood sugar).
Intestinal permeability exists for 16-24 hours during which
time enterocytes allow transfer of immunoglobulins into
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bloodstream. Essentially, maternally derived antibodies MDAs - are passed to kittens through lactation serving to
protect their immature immune systems. These protective antibodies start to wane as the kitten reaches the
weaning stage and continue to drop until the initial vaccination boosts protection from around 9 weeks. Kittens
can usually only digest lactose until around 5 weeks of age.
The newborn has a disproportionately large head and has an average birthweight of around 100g; this
average is given over multiple breeds and varies between breed types (range 60-170g) and litter size. An
average weight for my own (Burmese) kittens is 87g (range 60-117g - over 7 litters totalling 33 kittens). Weight
gain in the first week should double a kitten’s body
weight by day 7-10, followed by typically 10-20g per
day in the first few weeks. On average, a kitten
multiplies its birth weight by a factor of 2 at 10 days, 4
at 4 weeks and 8 at 8 weeks of age. The peak growth
period is generally between 15-20 weeks of age. The
boys are usually heavier than the girls by 6 weeks of
age if not well before! The size of individual kittens
may vary with litter size - larger litters generally
producing lower average birth weights. An ideal litter
size in my opinion is 4-6 kittens (my own average litter
size is 4.7 based on the last 7 litters born).
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The limbs lengthen and strengthen
first, followed by trunk
and pelvis
(which grow rapidly over
12 weeks). Uncoordinated paddling
movements in the 1st 2 weeks progress to
walking by around day 17 with the ability to scratch the
ear with a hind limb by 3 weeks. At 3 weeks a kitten is

able to retract its claws, urinate and defecate
voluntarily (response to maternal licking stimulus
declines around days 23-29).
Teeth are absent at birth with incisors erupting
between 2-4 weeks, canines at 3-4 weeks and
premolars at around 8 weeks. Adult dentition does not
start to appear until 14-18 weeks. Kittens will have 26
teeth compared with an adult’s 30.
At birth the auditory canal is closed; it opens in
the 2nd week enabling the kitten to turn its head
towards noise at 12 days, to orientate itself at 15 days
and distinguish noise at 20 days. At 4 weeks it can
recognise the queen’s sounds. As you might imagine,
most mums have a vast vocal repertoire!
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Born with eyelids shut, palpebral and pupillary
reflexes
develop during week 1. Eyes open typically between 5-7 days (range
3-14). The kitten’s depth of vision is acquired from 3-4 days. Visual
acuity is developed by 25th day after eyes open. Iris colour appears
around day 30 (Burmese babies have blue eyes in these early days,
changing to chartreuse as colour develops with increase in melanin).
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New-borns are entirely dependent upon the queen’s milk for
nutrition until around 3-4 weeks. At 2 weeks they may show an
inclination to drink water from a bowl. At 3-5 weeks the weaning
process begins the transition to “solid” diet (ok, it’s a moist mush to
start with!) They are observational learners and get the idea from
mum and each other… it can be a rather messy process! The calorific
requirement for kittens is huge - around 250 k/calories per 1kg
bodyweight (up to 5 x that of an adult cat!). By 13 weeks of age my
own kittens will have grown to around 1500g - 2 kg (Yes, the boys are
usually heavier than the girls) Quite incredible really.

The most ‘influential’ stage of a kitten’s
behavioural development is between 2-7 weeks.
During this time it is the job of the breeder to
gently accustom the kitten to its environment
and family life by appropriate and regular
handling (ideally by all members of the family)
The sights, smells and sounds of a busy family
household (including exposure to other cats and
animals) are all key to producing happy, cheeky,
playful and confident bundles of love ready to
train up their new devoted slaves - which we, as
breeders, have taken care to select from a cast
of thousands during the 13 weeks that
these delightful little kittens have
taken over our lives
and hearts!
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0-2 weeks
Eyes and ear canals are closed at birth.
Rooting instinct strong to feed/huddle with litter mates for warmth.
Maternally initiated feeding/elimination.
Sucking reflex and pain response is present at birth.
The umbilical cord falls off from around 3 days - 1 week.
Eyes are open 5 -7 days (range 3-14).
There is no thermoregulation (rectal temp 35.5 °C).
The shivering reflex develops at around 1 week.
Birthweight is multiplied by factor of 2 by 10 days.
The instinct to lap water from bowl develops at 2 weeks.
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3-4 weeks
Kitten is totally dependent on queen for nutrition until 3-4 weeks.
Milk teeth appear from week 3.
Birthweight is multiplied by factor of 4 by 4 weeks.
Iris colour appears from around 4 weeks.
Balance improves.
From start of week 3 the kitten enters its most important phase of
social development…
Interest in environment increases coupled with improved motor
skills, strength and coordination from week 4.
From 2-3 weeks
they begin to
groom
themselves and
by week 4 they
start to play
with toys as
well as each
other.
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5-6 weeks
The coat quality starts to change (kitten “fluff” sheds).
MDAs start to decline (immune system is susceptible until
vaccination booster provides protection!).
Voluntary elimination by 5 weeks (& we all know what fun a
litter tray can be!).
Can kill prey at 5 weeks
(ok, well - luxury stuffed
mouse anyone??!!).
Rectal temp increases
to 38.5 °C.
Ability to digest lactose
declines around 5 weeks.
Running at 5 weeks,
adult gait at 6 weeks.
Sexual dimorphism
apparent by 6 weeks
(Boys generally bigger!).
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7-8 weeks
The early social development achieved from
week 2 to this point largely influences a kitten’s
ability to adapt confidently in adult life!
Eye-paw co-ordination develops and play may
become rather rough.
Kittens are observational learners and they copy
their siblings as well as their mother.
Birthweight is multiplied by factor of 8 by 8
weeks.
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BEWARE!
It is at this point that unregistered
breeders, or the owners of moggy
females that they do not neuter will
generally attempt to sell their kittens!
Unvaccinated.
Barely weaned.
Socially under developed.
Largely not litter trained.
With possible health issues.
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9-10 weeks
1st vaccination at 9 weeks boosts immunity as
MDAs wane significantly - most vaccine induced
immunity is usually acquired from this 1st
booster.

Complex
motor
skills
develop
around
10 – 11
weeks.

Photo © N Butler

Photo © S Dalton-Hobbs

11-13 weeks
Social play activity prevalent at 12-14 weeks (increasingly
‘predatory’ in nature).
Immune system continues to develop throughout the 1st
year.
Vaccine induced immunity is boosted following second
inoculation at 12 weeks.
In the absence of any adverse reaction in the 7 days after
this 2nd booster kittens may be ready for
their new homes…
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“As you can see, this 13 week period is a time of
rapid growth and behavioral change; the changes
continue apace into the first year as body systems
mature and characters develop into the engaging
individuals we know and love.
I fall in love with every one of my kittens
and as 13 weeks approaches I feel quite emotional
at the thought of parting with any of them - and
my husband worries in case I announce “We’re
keeping this one…” If I have conducted my “kitten
interviews” well enough I consider that I have
gained new friends in the process!”
Juanita Sharp
Barbizon Burmese
2014
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