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San Jose Animal Care Center 
2750 Monterey Rd, San Jose, CA 95111 

 
For questions about the foster program, your kitten, donations, or medical concerns, contact 

the SJACC foster staff: sjkitten@sanjoseca.gov or (408) 398-7859 
 

In the event of an emergency, call 408-643-4405 (M-F) or 408-464-1312 (Sat, Sun) 
 

 

 
 

A digital copy of this manual is available at www.kittensfirst.org 
 

Instructional videos are on the Kittens First YouTube channel here: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCzCh487fHJ4LlL7JuGOIBaw 
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Welcome to the Squirt Squad! 
The Squirt Squad is a medical foster program which treats kittens that have diarrhea. These 
kittens also can have poor weight gain or weight loss, poor appetite, vomiting, and/or 
dehydration.  

Learning objectives 
After reading this manual and reviewing videos online, volunteers should know: 

● What causes diarrhea 
● The effects of diarrhea 
● How to treat diarrhea, including: 

o How to bathe poopy kittens 
o How to give oral medications 

o How to give fluids and injections 
● How to monitor treatment progress 

o How to monitor fecal score 
o How to identify signs of pain and nausea 
o How to identify signs of dehydration 

● When to schedule a follow-up visit  
● How to isolate sick kittens 
● How to disinfect enclosures 

What causes diarrhea 
"If it comes out in a squirt, it makes their tummies hurt." 

Diarrhea is defined as poop which is either: 
● SOFT: Fecal score of 5/7, 6/7, or 7/7 
● TOO FREQUENT: More than 3 bowel movements/day, even with a normal fecal 

score 
Diarrhea can be caused by any one of a number of diseases or illnesses, often occurring at the 
same time. The most common reasons we see diarrhea in kittens are diet, bacterial, viral, and 
parasitic infections. 

1. Diet 
Changes in diet, including weaning, put a huge strain on a kitten’s gut. Newborn kittens get 
good bacteria in their guts from mom, and this bacteria changes as they get older.  This allows 
them to digest milk and then digest meat. It’s no surprise that we see diarrhea in our orphan 
kittens when they are going from mother’s milk to a kitten milk replacer! 
 
Weaning, when their bacteria is maturing, is a common time when we’ll see diarrhea. Kittens 
normally wean at their own pace (i.e., slowly) onto wet food while also drinking mother’s milk 
from 4-12 weeks of age. We tend to wean fast and on the early side! 
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Overfeeding is another common cause of diarrhea, especially in older or weaned kittens. Having 
too much food in the gut makes it work harder and move faster in order to move all the excess 
food through, leading to diarrhea. 

2. Bacteria 
When a kitten is experiencing a diet change or any change to their gut, the bacteria in their gut 
will change based on what food is available for the bacteria to live on. Too much of a certain 
protein or fat and you can end up with bacterial overgrowth of bad bacteria. This is called 
dysbiosis. In addition, you can have a bacterial infection--such as salmonella and e-coli- from 
spoiled or contaminated food. 

3. Viruses 
There are many less-serious  types of viruses which cause minor diarrhea in kittens, including 
rotavirus and enteric coronavirus.  
 
The most important viral cause of diarrhea in kittens in panleukopenia, a deadly virus that 
causes severe diarrhea, vomiting, sepsis, and death in 75% of cases. If your kitten has liquid 
diarrhea or vomiting, contact the shelter immediately so they can test for panleukopenia. 

4. Parasites 
Almost all kittens have parasites, including: 
 

● Roundworms 
● Coccidia 
● Giardia 
● Tapeworms 

 
This is why all kittens are treated for roundworms, tapeworms, and coccidia before going to 
foster homes. If you see any worms in a normal stool, this isn’t an emergency, but let staff 
know at your next appointment and they can deworm them again. 
 
The only common parasite we do not treat for preventatively is Giardia, but our treatment 
protocol (metronidazole) takes care of Giardia. 

Effects of diarrhea 
"Poop that's runny makes their guts feel funny." 

Diarrhea causes several important things to happen in a kitten’s body: 
1. Dehydration due to losing excess water in their poop. Dehydration causes lethargy and 

can impact blood pressure, kidney, and liver function. 
2. Malnutrition due to insufficient absorption of vital nutrients and calories. This causes 

kittens to fail to gain weight and/or get vitamin deficiencies. 
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3. Inflammation of intestines causes the gut to move too quickly. This causes cramping, 
vomiting, and/or affecting the kittens  activity level 

4. Inflammation of the anus from too many bowel movements can lead to bloody stool or 
a red, cracked bumhole. This makes wiping of bums even more painful for the kittens. 

Diarrhea treatment  
"They want to be petted even when their poop smells fetid." 

1. Follow diet advice 
At your appointment or consult, staff/volunteers will discuss the kittens’ diet with you to see if 
there is an “easy fix”. There are some known dietary causes of diarrhea that can be solved with 
diet alone. 
 
We are very familiar with how kittens react to our common diets. If you feed something else 
without permission, it adds an extra factor of uncertainty and we can’t tell if diarrhea is due to 
diet, a disease, or both. Here are some common questions you will be asked: 

Weaned kittens 
● Are you feeding an approved food provided by the shelter?  
● Has there been any recent change in the kitten’s diet? 

○ This includes changes in flavors of food, e.g., Chicken to Turkey 
● Are you feeding according to the chart?  
● Are you giving any toppers or additives, e.g., Fortiflora, baby food, pumpkin, broth, etc.? 

Unweaned kittens 
● Are you feeding an approved kitten milk formula?  
● Are you using canned KMR or a pre-mixed liquid?  
● Has there been any recent change in the kitten’s diet?  
● Are you feeding according to the chart? 
● How are you mixing the formula? 
● How are you storing the formula? 
● How do you warm your formula? 
● Are you putting in any additives to the formula? e.g., baby food, pumpkin, broth  
● Are you starting to wean by putting in any wet or canned food into the formula? 

 

2. Deworm at shelter 
At your kittens’ initial diarrhea appointment, the shelter staff will deworm your kittens with 
multiple dewormers to take care of common parasites. 

3. Reduce stimulation (bottle babies only) 
When they have diarrhea, any stimulation of the anus will cause diarrhea to worsen. Using a 
warm, moist cotton ball, tissue or soft cloth, gently rub and clean only the kitten’s lower belly 
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and genital area, avoiding the anal area. The kitten should still poop without direct anal 
stimulation. 

4. Keep kittens clean 
Kittens with diarrhea tend to be very messy. The best thing to do is to keep them as clean as 
possible to prevent reinfection with their own poop. Your kittens and their enclosure should 
look like normal kittens (tidy and clean) and NOT like a poop tornado just blew through. If you 
can see or smell poop then you need to take out the trash and up your cleaning game! 
 

1. Scoop/dump litter box after each bowel movement or as often as you can manage 
2. Change bedding that gets poop or pee on it -- you’ll do a lot of laundry! 
3. Clean water and food dishes when they become contaminated with litter/poop 
4. Thoroughly deep-clean the cage as often as needed to keep it clean -- if you have poop 

splatter everywhere, it can lead to re-infection and get all over the kitties and their 
belongings 

a. See main foster manual for specifics on cleaning 
5. Spot clean kittens with a warm, wet washcloth, wet wipe, or cotton pad to remove 

caked- on poop from the butt and paws twice a day or as needed 
6. If your kitten gets crusted in poop then you will need to do a butt bath 

a. Fill up a sink or basin with warm water and a squirt of Dawn dish soap, 
hypoallergenic baby soap, or other gentle cleanser 

b. Sit the kitten’s butt or dirty bits in the soapy water (do not completely submerge 
the kitten) 

c. Use your fingers to gently crush and rub out the caked-on poops 
d. Rinse with warm water 
e. Completely dry with a towel 
f. Finish drying process with a hairdryer on low from 2 feet away. Move the 

hairdryer back and forth often to prevent burns from staying in one spot too 
long. With your free hand, fluff the kitten’s fur. Your fluffing hand should be 
between the hair dryer and the kitten, so you will get burnt before the kitten 
does. ;) 

g. Place in a warm, clean enclosure 
 
See instructional video on YouTube for examples of butt baths 

5. Feeding support 
Regardless of any medication prescribed, you must ensure that your kittens are getting enough 
food and calories.  

For unweaned kittens 
1. Bottle feed using the formula recommended by the shelter 
2. Syringe feeding  
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a. Use the same position as for bottle feeding but use a 3 mL syringe without a 
nipple 

b. Gently slide the syringe into the kitten's mouth 
c. Slowly drip formula onto the tongue by applying a small amount of pressure on 

the syringe so just a single drop comes out of the tip. 
■  Be very careful! If there is any milk falling out of the kitten’s mouth, then 

you are squeezing too hard and the kitten is at risk of choking on milk! 
d.  The kitten should begin to swallow each drop before you give them more 
e. Very slowly continue to drip formula into the mouth 
f.  If the kitten latches on and is suckling, that's great! Just make sure that she isn't 

eating too quickly; help the kitten keep a slow and steady flow. 
3. Tube feeding if kitten is too weak to eat on their own 

a. This is an advanced skill that requires additional training not covered in this class. 
b. Contact shelter staff ASAP if your kitten is not eating enough via bottle or syringe 

For weaned or transitional kittens 
1. Use the same guidelines in the regular manual for ways to offer wet food: 

a. Heat in microwave 
b. Fluff or give as slabs 
c. Push to edge of plate 
d. Spoon or finger feed 
e. Make gruel with water or formula 
f. Syringe feed 

2. If kittens aren’t eating well, you can also offer a “kitty buffet” by giving them a selection 
of 2-3 wet and 2-3 dry foods to find something that they like 

a. Offer a spoonful of: 
i. Fancy Feast wet (Turkey or Chicken) 

ii. Royal Canin Mother & Baby Cat wet 
iii. Hill’s a/d or other speciality food provided by shelter staff 

b. Offer a tablespoon of: 
i. Royal Canin Baby Cat dry food 

ii. Purina Kitten Chow dry food 
iii. Meow Mix Kitten dry food 

3. If your kitten won’t eat, contact shelter staff ASAP. 
  
See instructional videos on YouTube for examples of syringe feeding 

6. Probiotics 
Probiotics help restore the gut’s normal bacteria for healthy digestion. Depending on how old a 
kitten is, there are different normal bacteria that need to be in the gut. Give whichever 
probiotic is prescribed to you by staff: 

● Benebac or Fox Valley: This gel or powder is used for unweaned/nursing kittens. The gel 
can be given as a squirt in the mouth around mealtime. The powder can be dissolved in 
milk replacer. 
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● Fortiflora: This chicken-flavored powder is used for weaned kittens. Because it has a 
strong  flavor -- Some kittens hate it. If they hate it and will not eat it then do not give it! 
It is more important to eat their food!  

 

7. Oral antibiotics 
If your kitten has been prescribed oral antibiotics, administer them as directed on the label.  
 
Whenever giving any antibiotic, be sure to: 

1. Store in refrigerator 
2. Shake bottle well before giving 
3. Give a meal or snack before giving medication 
4. Complete the entire course of medication - even if kitty seems better - unless instructed 

to do otherwise 
 
To administer oral medication, use the following technique: 

1. Draw up medication in a clean syringe 
2. Wrap kitten in a towel and/or hold securely so you can control their head 
3. Put the syringe into the side of the mouth where there are no teeth and then point the 

syringe towards the back of the mouth 
4. Gently and steadily depress the plunger until kitten has received the full dose 
5. Wash the dirty syringe 

a. Pull apart the syringe plunger and tube 
b. Wash each piece with soap and warm water 
c. Rinse and dry before putting back together 
d. Reuse syringes until the plunger starts to be hard to push 
e. Do not reuse syringes between litters 

 
See instructional video on YouTube for examples of administering oral meds 
 

8. Injectable medications 
Your kitten may be prescribed anti-nausea medication, vitamins, or antibiotic shots to be given 
under the skin. If you are uncomfortable giving fluids or injections, you can bring back your 
kitten to the shelter daily for staff to perform injections. 
 
To administer injectable medications, use the following technique: 

1. Get your medication out of the fridge 
a. Shake syringe gently to re-suspend/mix the medication 
b. Loosen the cold plunger by pulling back (drawing air into the syringe) and then 

pushing air back out by pushing plunger back into its original position. It’s OK if 
there is a little air in the syringe. 

c. If you were given a bottle instead of a pre-made syringe: 
i. Invert bottle so that stopper is facing down 
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ii. Draw up prescribed dose of fluids in a sterile syringe using an 18 or 20G 
needle, then 

iii. Change needle to a 23 or 25G needle 
2. Put your kitten in their carrier or playpen 
3. Tent the scruff of the kitten with your non-dominant hand 

a. Be prepared to grab the kitten and prevent them from jumping and hurting 
themselves, but you do not need to hold them tight 

b. If you are giving fluids as well, it is OK to give the medications into the fluid 
bubble. In this case you do not need to tent the skin much 

4. Insert the needle into tented skin or fluid bubble 
a. If you go too far and come out the other side, drop the tent and pull the needle 

back slightly until it is in the tented area 
b. If you are completely out, re-tent the kitten’s neck scruff and start again. You can 

use your needle for 3 pokes before it’ll become too dull to use. Change your 
needle if you miss 3 times before trying again 

5. Inject slowly at first by pressing on the plunger 
a. If you see medication leaking out, stop injecting and remove the needle. Tent 

and insert the needle again. 
6. Drop the tented scruff and pull out needle 
7. Dispose of needle in your sharps container 
8. Pet the kitten, play, and/or give yummy treats as a reward (for the kitty AND you!) 

 
See instructional video on YouTube for examples of administering injectable medications 

9. Fluids 
If your kitten is dehydrated, lethargic, or not gaining weight, then you may be prescribed 
subcutaneous fluids (SQF). SQF are administered under the skin in the scruff of the neck. If you 
are uncomfortable giving fluids or injections, then you can bring back your kitten to the shelter 
daily for staff to perform injections. 
 
To administer subcutaneous fluids, use the following technique: 

1. Draw up prescribed dose of fluids in a sterile syringe using an 18 or 20G needle 
2. Change needle to a 23 or 25G butterfly catheter (needle with tubing) 
3. Put your kitten in their carrier or on the ground in an enclosed space 
4. Tent the scruff of the kitten with your non-dominant hand 

a. Be prepared to grab the kitten and prevent them from jumping and hurting 
themselves, but you do not need to hold them tight 

5. Insert the butterfly catheter into tented skin 
6. Drop the tented scruff and pet the kitten’s head 
7. Inject the fluids slowly at first by pressing on the plunger 

a. If you see fluids leaking out, you probably went out the other side. Pull the 
needle back slightly until it is in the “tented area” 
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b. If your needle comes completely out, re-tent the kitten’s neck scruff and start 
again. You can use your needle for 3 pokes before it’ll become too dull to use. 
Change your needle if you miss 3 times before trying again 

c. If the kitten reacts, stop and pet them, allow them to relax, then continue 
administering 

8. After the first 1-2 mL has been injected, you can inject the remaining volume more 
quickly. 

9. Continue to pet the kitten throughout the process 
10. Once all fluids have been administered, pull out the needle 
11. Dispose of needle in your sharps container 
12. Pet the kitten, play, and/or give yummy treats as a reward 

 
See instructional videos on YouTube for examples of giving subcutaneous fluids 
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Monitoring 
"If you don't want them going to heaven, get them out of score 7." 

You’ll notice a lot of overlap with what we teach in the level 3 course, because each of these 
monitoring skills is critical to know! 

Weight 
Keeping track of your kittens’ weight is the most important thing you will be doing as a foster! 
Weight gain or loss is the number one factor in determining your kitten’s overall health and 
wellbeing. 
 
If you weigh your kitten at the same time every day, you’ll start to see a pattern of how much 
they are growing each day on average. Kittens should gain at least 15 grams per day, ideally 
closer to 30-50 grams. 
 
Every kitten is different, so if your kitten usually grows 30 grams a day and the next day, he’s 
only grown 15, that’s cause for alarm. 
 
If your kitten is gaining less than 15 grams a day, or if they are not gaining as much weight as 
they normally do, seek medical care ASAP! 

Fecal score 
Monitor it and score it. Apart from weight, fecal score is one of the MOST essential things to 
monitor in any kitten. Use the “cheat sheet” poop chart! 
 
Normal kitten stool is a score 3-4/7 and diarrhea is a 5-7/7. 5/7 can be normal, but is often seen 
with increased frequency of bowel movements, and in those cases is also considered diarrhea. 
 
Fecal scores should gradually improve day by day. Kittens with mild diarrhea (5-6/7) should 
have normal stool within 3-5 days of treatment. Kittens with severe diarrhea (7/7) often take a 
week or longer to have perfect poops again. If at any point the kitten’s fecal score gets worse 
(higher), then you need to contact staff ASAP for reassessment. 
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Signs of pain and nausea 

Kittens that have diarrhea often will show signs of tummy pain and nausea. If you see any of 
these signs in your kittens, contact shelter staff for medication to relieve their pain and nausea. 

1. Poor appetite: An obvious sign of nausea is not wanting to eat! Sometimes they will 
take just a few bites and then turn or walk away. This shows that they are hungry and 
want to eat, but their nausea is overwhelming. 

2. Lethargy: Kitten that have stomach pain will not be active and will prefer just to lay 
around 

3. Hunched back, legs tucked in: Kitten will sit, stand, or lay with their legs under their 
belly. This is because they are guarding their abdomen. It’s the same as when you curl 
up in the fetal position or double over when you have a bad tummy ache. 

4. Licking lips: When a kitten licks their lips excessively/repetitively, especially when not 
eating or grooming, this is a sign of nausea. Often this is accompanied with a hard 
swallow. Think of when you get a dry mouth or salivate too much when you are 
nauseous—it’s the same thing! Lip licking can be seen after you pick them up or touch 
their tummy. 

5. Squinting and tense face: This is a sign of any type of pain in any animal. You will notice 
that their eyes are partially closed, whiskers are clumped and pulled back, and their 
muzzle is tense. 

6. Grinding teeth: Less commonly you will hear a loud chewing noise when your kitten 
eats. It can also look like they are “choking” on their food or have food stuck in their 
mouth. They may paw at their face as well. 
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See instructional videos on YouTube for video examples of these signs 
 

Follow up appointments 
"Poop that's iffy isn't spiffy." 

● Schedule a video recheck for 24 hours after your initial appointment 
○ An experienced volunteer will make sure your kitten is improving and answer 

any questions you may have 
○ You may be directed to return to the shelter for in-person follow up 

appointment or to pick up more medication 
● Schedule additional video rechecks as often as you want if you have questions or 

concerns about your kitten’s treatment or progress. The following are examples of when 
you need to schedule a video recheck appointment: 

○ Vomiting 
○ Eating less or not eating 
○ Lethargic 

● You should expect significant improvement in the first 72 hours of starting treatment 
○ Signs that your kitten is improving: 

● Fecal score gets slightly better every day 
● Bowel movements are less frequent 
● They are gaining more weight (at least 15 g/day) 
● They are eating more 
● They are active and playful 

● You do not need to return to the shelter for a “routine recheck” 

Isolation of sick kittens 
Because  we often do not know the cause of the diarrhea, it is best to assume that your kitten’s 
diarrhea may be one of the contagious types. Use the same guidelines described in the foster 
manual for quarantine of kittens: 
 

1. Set up a playpen or cage in a room without carpet, e.g., a spare bedroom or bathroom 
a. Ideally this room should have no fabric, rugs, furniture, couches, drapes, or other 

items which can harbor germs 
b. Make sure the room is warm and free from drafts 
c. Natural light is a bonus, but not required 

2. Assume that everything the kitten touches is contaminated, including blankets, toys, 
bowls, litter boxes, carriers, brushes/combs, playpen, etc 

a. Keep sick kitten supplies away from your regular pet supplies or from other 
kitten supplies  

3. Wash your hands or wear gloves when handling kittens or contaminated supplies during 
isolation 
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a. Assume that they are contagious and try to minimize their spread of germs onto 
your clothes or hair 

b. We recommend having dedicated snuggle clothes that you wear when touching 
the kitten 

c. After playtime, wash hands, take a shower, and put your dirty snuggle clothes 
into a plastic bag to be washed later 

4. Do not let your pets interact with the kittens in case they are contagious 

Disinfection 
“Glade and Febreeze will make your babies wheeze" 

Use the standard cleaning/disinfection from the foster manual. It can be very difficult to keep 
diarrhea kittens clean, but by frequently cleaning (removal of poopy items, taking out trash, 
scooping litter box, etc.) you should be able to minimize the stench. Remember, scented 
products can be very irritating or toxic for cats, so don’t use air fresheners to try and hide the 
smell. ;) 


