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Bringing Home a New Kitten: A Guide to
Determining Gender

Bringing a new kitten into your home is an exciting experience. Whether you
are a first-time cat owner or a seasoned feline enthusiast, one of the first
questions you will likely ask is, "Is it a boy or a girl?" Knowing how to tell the
sex of a kitten is not just about satisfying curiosity. It is a practical skill that
helps with naming, medical care, and planning for future veterinary
procedures like spaying or neutering. While it may seem daunting at first,
especially with tiny, squirming newborns, determining a kitten's sex is a
straightforward process once you know what to look for. This comprehensive
guide will walk you through everything you need to know, from the best age
to check to the common pitfalls that can lead to misidentification.

Why Knowing the Sex of Your Kitten
Matters

Understanding your kitten's gender is more important than many new pet
owners realize. It influences several aspects of care and long-term planning.
From a practical standpoint, knowing the sex allows you to choose an
appropriate name from the start. More importantly, it helps you prepare for
the behavioral and health differences between male and female cats. For
instance, unspayed female kittens will go into heat, which involves yowling,
restlessness, and a strong desire to escape outdoors. Unneutered male kittens,
on the other hand, are prone to spraying urine to mark territory and may
become more aggressive as they mature. Knowing the sex early allows you to
schedule spaying or neutering at the optimal age, preventing unwanted litters
and reducing the risk of certain health issues later in life. Additionally, if you
are adopting a kitten from a shelter or breeder, the sex is typically recorded,
but it is always wise to verify for yourself.

When Is the Best Time to Check a
Kitten's Gender?

Newborn Kittens (0 to 2 Weeks)

Determining the sex of a newborn kitten can be challenging, even for
experienced breeders. At this stage, the genitalia are very small and not fully
developed. The testicles of male kittens have not yet descended, so you
cannot rely on feeling for them. However, it is still possible to make a
reasonably accurate guess by looking at the distance between the anus and the
genital opening. This is known as the anogenital distance. In male kittens, this
distance is noticeably greater than in females. In female kittens, the two
openings are very close together, almost touching. While this method is not
100% foolproof in the first few days, it becomes easier as the kitten grows. If
you are checking very young kittens, handle them gently and keep them
warm, as they cannot regulate their body temperature well.

Kittens 2 to 4 Weeks Old

This is a sweet spot for determining the sex of a kitten. The kitten is still
small enough to handle easily, but the genital area has become more distinct.
The anogenital distance continues to be a reliable clue. In addition, you may
begin to see very subtle swelling in the area where the testicles will eventually
develop in males, though they are still internal at this point. The shape of the
genital opening also becomes more pronounced. In males, it appears as a
small, round dot. In females, the opening is more of a vertical slit or teardrop
shape.

Kittens 4 Weeks and Older

By the time a kitten is four to six weeks old, telling the sex becomes
significantly easier. The testicles of male kittens begin to descend and become
palpable as small, pea-sized lumps under the skin of the scrotum. This is the
most definitive visual and physical clue for identifying a male. In females, the
area remains smooth with no such lumps. The shape of the genital opening is
also clearly visible at this age, with the male's round opening and the female's
vertical slit being unmistakable. At this point, even a novice can learn how to
tell the sex of a kitten with a high degree of accuracy.

Step-by-Step Guide: How to Tell the Sex
of a Kitten

Before you begin, it is crucial to create a calm and safe environment. Choose
a quiet room with good lighting. Warm your hands so you do not startle the
kitten. Never force a kitten to stay still; if it is struggling, take a break and try
again later. Here is a step-by-step method for checking a kitten's gender.

Step 1: Position the Kitten Safely

Gently pick up the kitten and place it on a soft, warm surface like a towel or
blanket. For a very young or nervous Kkitten, you can hold it in your lap. The
goal is to have the kitten in a secure, comfortable position that allows you to
see its underside. A "wheaten" or "praying mantis" position often works well,
where the kitten is on its belly with its rear end slightly elevated.
Alternatively, you can carefully hold the kitten on its back in the palm of your
hand, supporting its head and neck. Avoid putting pressure on the kitten's
belly.

Step 2: Lift the Tail Gently

Using your thumb and forefinger, gently lift the kitten's tail straight up. Be
very gentle, as the tail is sensitive and connected to the spine. Never yank or
pull the tail. Lifting the tail will give you a clear, unobstructed view of the
anus and the genital opening below it. This area is the key to determining the
kitten's sex.

Step 3: Observe the Genital Area

Take a moment to look carefully at the two openings you see. The top
opening, located directly under the tail, is the anus. The bottom opening is the
genital opening. You need to compare the distance between these two
openings and the shape of the lower opening. This is the most important part
of learning how to tell the sex of a kitten.

Step 4: Identify the Shape and Distance

Now, apply what you have learned about anogenital distance and shape.

e For a male Kkitten: The anus and the genital opening (which will
become the penis) are separated by a noticeable distance. The genital
opening itself is typically round, like a small circle or dot. As the kitten
gets older, you will feel the testicles as two small lumps between the
anus and the penis. The overall appearance is often described as a
colon (@) shape, with the anus and the penis being two separate, distinct
dots.

o For a female kitten: The anus and the genital opening (the vulva) are
very close together, almost touching. The vulva appears as a vertical
slit or a teardrop shape. The overall appearance is often described as an
upside-down exclamation mark (;) or a letter

lli "

." The two openings are
much closer than in a male.
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Visual Clues: Common Mistakes to Avoid

Even with clear instructions, it is easy to make a mistake when learning how
to tell the sex of a kitten. Several factors can lead to confusion.

Confusing the Anus with a Scrotum

In very young kittens, the area below the anus can appear slightly swollen in
both sexes due to normal tissue. This can sometimes be mistaken for the
beginning of testicles. It is a common error. Remember that testicles are
distinct, palpable lumps that develop later, not general swelling. If you are
unsure, wait a week and check again.

The '""No Testicles' Fallacy

Just because you do not feel testicles does not mean the kitten is female. In
male kittens, the testicles do not descend until they are several weeks old,
typically between four to eight weeks. A four-week-old male kitten may not
have visible or palpable testicles yet. Rely solely on the anogenital distance
and the shape of the genital opening for young kittens, not the presence of
testicles.

Misreading the Anogenital Distance

The difference in distance can be subtle, especially in very tiny kittens. It is
helpful to look at multiple kittens of the same age side by side if possible.
This gives you a frame of reference. A male's anogenital distance is roughly
twice that of a female's. If the openings are nearly touching, it is almost
certainly a female. If there is a clear gap, it is likely a male.

Coat Color and Sex: A Helpful Clue for
Some Kittens

Did you know that coat color can sometimes help you determine the sex of a
kitten? This is due to genetics. The gene for orange or black fur is carried on
the X chromosome. This means that a kitten's sex is linked to its coat color in
specific ways.

Calico and Tortoiseshell Kittens

Calico kittens have patches of white, orange, and black. Tortoiseshell kittens
have a mixed, mottled coat of black and orange (or diluted versions like blue
and cream). Because the coat color genes are on the X chromosome, a kitten
needs two X chromosomes to display both black and orange fur. This means
that nearly all calico and tortoiseshell kittens are female. The exception is a
rare genetic condition called Klinefelter syndrome (XXY), which results in a
male that is usually sterile. If you find a calico or tortoiseshell kitten, you can
be almost certain it is female.

Orange Kittens

Orange or ginger Kkittens are much more likely to be male. About 80% of
orange tabby cats are male. A female orange kitten needs two copies of the

orange gene (one from each parent), while a male only needs one. So, while
an orange kitten is most likely male, it is not a guarantee. You should still
verify by checking the genital area.

What to Do If You Are Still Unsure

Even after following all these steps, you may still feel uncertain. This is
completely normal, especially with very young or uncooperative kittens. If
you cannot confidently determine the sex of your kitten, there are several
reliable options.

First, you can wait. The kitten will only grow larger, and the physical
differences will become more apparent as it gets older. A few weeks of
patience can save you from frustration. Second, you can ask your
veterinarian. During a wellness check or vaccination appointment, your vet
can quickly and accurately tell you the sex of your kitten. They are trained to
do this from a very early age. Finally, an experienced breeder or a foster
volunteer at an animal shelter can also help. These individuals handle
hundreds of kittens and can often identify the sex of a kitten within seconds.

Understanding the Anatomy: A Quick
Reference List

To make the process even clearer, here is a quick comparison of the key
differences between male and female kitten genital anatomy.

Anogenital Distance (Male): Greater, with a clear gap between the
anus and the genital opening.
Anogenital Distance (Female): Very short, with the two openings

appearing nearly adjacent.
Shape of Genital Opening (Male): Round, like a small circle or dot.
Shape of Genital Opening (Female): Vertical slit, teardrop, or oval

shape.
¢ Visual Pattern (Male): A colon (:) shape.
¢ Visual Pattern (Female): An upside-down exclamation mark (;) or

n:n

letter "i" shape.
o Testicles (Male): Palpable as small, pea-sized lumps from 4 to 8
weeks onward.

e Testicles (Female): Not present; the area feels smooth.

Beyond Gender: Other Things to
Observe on Your Kitten

While you are examining your kitten's underside to determine its sex, it is a
good opportunity to check for other health indicators. Look at the condition
of the fur. It should be clean and free of matting. Check the area around the
anus for any signs of redness, swelling, or dried fecal matter, which could
indicate diarrhea or other digestive issues. The genitals themselves should be
clean and not inflamed. If you notice any discharge, redness, or swelling, it is
a good idea to mention it to your veterinarian. A healthy kitten is a happy
kitten, and regular gentle handling helps you bond with your new



