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HEALTH & SAFETY

When to Spay or Neuter
a Cat: Kittens and Adults

The best age to spay or neuter a kitten, whether a cat can be spayed
in heat, pregnant or nursing, what changes after surgery, recovery at
home, and how to find low-cost spay/neuter.

By Catt County Cat Nippers Reviewed October 24,2026 5minread 23 cited sources

Need help with spay/neuter costs in Cattaraugus County? Apply at
cattcountycatnippers.org/apply or call or text (716) 200-1283. Support this work at
cattcountycatnippers.org.

The short answer

Spay orneuter a kitten by 5 months of age. That is the recommendation of the American
Association of Feline Practitioners (AAFP), the AVMA and the Feline Fix by Five campaign, because
akittencanbeready to breed at 4 to 5 months. Shelters and TNR clinics routinely operate from
about 8 weeks and 2 pounds.

Adult cats can be spayed or neutered too, once a veterinarian has examined them. Your vet
decides the exact timing for each cat.

When to spay or neuter, at a glance

SPAY/NEUTER TIMING BY SITUATION

Cat When Good to know

Kitten Fromabout 8 Routine at shelters and TNR clinics, as Alley Cat Allies and the
weeksand 2 b ASPCArecommend.

Pet kitten By 5 months Before the first heat. Akitten can breed at 4 to 5 months (AAFP).

Female in heat Possible Heat can add somerisk of bleeding (VCA). Ask your vet whether to

go ahead orwait until it passes.

Pregnant cat Possible, withyour  Spaying ends the pregnancy. Most clinics that serve community
vet cats spay pregnant cats (ASPCApro).
Nursing mother Possible She keeps making milk after surgery. Acommunity cat goes back

to herkittens within about a day (Alley Cat Allies).
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Cat When Good to know

Adult male Any time Neutering stops orreduces spraying in about 85% of male cats
(VCA).

Older cat Afteravetexam No set upperage. The vet may run bloodwork first.

Community (feral) cat Whentrappedfor Spayed or neutered, vaccinated and ear-tipped at the same visit.
TNR

Fromthe AAFP, ASPCA, Alley Cat Allies, ASPCApro and VCA Animal Hospitals. A general guide, not
medical advice: your veterinarian decides foreach cat.

Why by 5 months: heat comes early

Catsreach puberty young: the Merck Veterinary Manual gives 4 to 12 months. Afemale in heat rubs
against things, rolls on the floor and calls loudly, and some spray urine. VCA describes a heat
lasting about a week on average, with the cycle repeating about every three weeks through the
breeding season. Cats breed when days are long, roughly January to late fall in the Northern
Hemisphere, andindoor cats may cycle all year.

Pregnancy lasts about 60 to 67 days, and a mother cat can come back into heat while still nursing:
ina 2023 study of 195 breeding cats, about half did. Thatis how one unspayed cat ends up with
litter afterlitter.

Can you spay a catin heat?

Yes. VCA and the ASPCA both say a cat can be spayed while sheisin heat, and the Association of
Shelter Veterinarians’ guidelines treat surgery during heat as safe when the cat’s condition allows.
VCA notes that heat canincrease the risk of bleeding, so ask your vet whether to go ahead or wait
the week or so until it passes.

Pregnant and nursing cats

Apregnant cat can be spayed; the surgery ends the pregnancy. Alley Cat Allies presentsitasa
choice forthe caretaker, and ASPCApro reports that most clinics spay pregnant community cats.
Talk it through with your vet.

Anursing mother can be spayed too, and she keeps producing milk afterward. Fora community
cat, clinics speed up herreturn so sheis back with her kittens within about 24 hours. For a pet, ask
yourvet when to book her once the kittens are eating on their own. Found a mother and kittens
outdoors? See found kittens: what to do first.
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Neutering males: spraying, roaming and fighting

Much of atomcat’s spraying, roaming and fighting is driven by male hormones, which neutering
removes. VCAreports that neutering stops orreduces spraying in about 85% of male cats and
roamingin about 90%.

Will aneutered cat still spray? Some do: VCA puts it at about 10% of neutered males and 5% of
spayed females. If a fixed cat sprays, talk with your vet: marking can also come from stress ora
medical problem.

Health benefits

e Mammary cancer: the Cornell Feline Health Centerreports that cats spayed before 6 months
had a 91% lower risk of mammary cancer, and those spayed before 1year an 86% lowerrisk, in
a 2005 study comparing cats with and without the disease.

* Pyometra: spaying removes the uterus, which rules out this life-threatening uterine infection.
¢ Testicularcancer: neutering preventsit.

¢ Nolitters: every cat spayed or neutered means no more kittens born outdoors.
Recovery at home

e Keepyourcatindoors and quiet. VCA advises limiting activity for 7 to 10 days; your vet may say
up to two weeks.

* Checktheincisiontwice a day. Keep the cone onif the vet sent one, so your cat cannotlick the
stitches.

* Nobathsfor10 days.

¢ Callthevetforbleeding that won’t stop, oozing after the first day, swelling, abad smell,
vomiting, pale gums, or trouble urinating.

Community cats: spay/neuter through TNR

Feral and stray cats are spayed or neutered through trap-neuter-return (TNR): trapped humanely,
fixed and vaccinated, then returned home. Alley Cat Allies advises holding males no more than 24
hours after surgery and females no more than 48, in their covered traps, and releasing them once
they are fully awake and alert.

While under anesthesia each catis ear-tipped: the top of the left ear, about 3/8 inch, isremovedin
astraight line (some programs use the right). Itis the universal sign that a cat has been fixed. See
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how to trap a feral catand what TNRis.

Finding low-cost spay/neuter

* Askyourvet, yourlocal shelter orhumane society, andlocal TNR groups about low-cost clinics
nearyou.

* The ASPCA points to the SpayUSAreferral network, run by North Shore Animal League
America: (800)248-7729.

* New York’s state spay/neuter programis listed as paused, and its funds may not be used for
community cats. Details in TNR and cat feeding laws in New York.

Caring for community cats in Cattaraugus County? We help caretakers with spay/neuter
costs atlocal clinics and lend humane traps. Our help is for feral, stray, barn and
neighborhood cats. Apply for help.

Quick answers

What is the best age to spay a kitten?

By 5 months, before the first heat, as the AAFP recommends. Shelters and TNR clinics spay from
about 8 weeks and 2 pounds. Your vet sets the date.

Can a cat be spayed while in heat?

Yes. Heat can add some risk of bleeding, so ask your vet whether to go ahead or wait about a week
until it passes.

Will a neutered cat still spray?

Usually not. VCAreports neutering stops orreduces spraying in about 85% of male cats, though
about 10% of neutered males still mark.

Is it too late to spay an older cat?

No setageistoolate. Yourvet willexamine the cat and may run bloodwork before surgery.

How long does a cat take to recover from a spay?

Planon7to 14 days of rest, as your vet advises. Keep the catindoors and quiet, and check the
incision twice a day.
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17.

. AAFP — 2020 Pediatric Sterilizationin Cats (position statement)

https://catvets.com/guidelines/position-statements/pediatric-sterilization-position-statement

. United Spay Alliance — Feline Fix by Five

https://www.unitedspayalliance.org/feline-fix-by-five/

.ASPCApro — The Ideal Age for Spay/Neuter (AVMA endorsement)

https://www.aspcapro.org/resource/ideal-age-spayneuter-dogs-and-cats

. ASPCA — Spay/Neuter Your Pet

https://www.aspca.org/pet-care/general-pet-care/spayneuter-your-pet

. ASPCA — Low-Cost Spay/Neuter Programs

https://www.aspca.org/pet-care/general-pet-care/low-cost-spayneuter-programs

. ASPCA — After-Surgery Instructions

https://www.aspca.org/aspca-spay-neuter-alliance/after-surgery-instructions

.ASPCApro — Community Cat Spay/Neuter Guide (PDF)

https://www.aspcapro.org/sites/default/files/aspcapro-community-cats-sn-guide.pdf

. Association of Shelter Veterinarians — Medical Care Guidelines for Spay-Neuter

Programs (PDF)

https://www.aspcapro.org/sites/default/files/2023-04/asv_medical_care_guidelines_for_spay-neuter_progr
ams.pdf

. Alley Cat Allies — TNR Scenarios: Pregnant Cat

https://www.alleycat.org/community-cat-care/tnr-scenarios-pregnant-cat/

Alley Cat Allies — TNR Scenarios: Nursing Mother Cat

https://www.alleycat.org/community-cat-care/tnr-scenarios-nursing-mother-cat/

Alley Cat Allies — Post-Surgery Care

https://www.alleycat.org/community-cat-care/post-surgery-care/

Alley Cat Allies — Why the Eartip?

https://www.alleycat.org/community-cat-care/why-the-eartip-on-outdoor-cats/

VCA Animal Hospitals — Spaying in Cats

https://vcahospitals.com/know-your-pet/spaying-in-cats

VCA Animal Hospitals — Estrus Cyclesin Cats

https://vcahospitals.com/know-your-pet/estrus-cycles-in-cats

VCA Animal Hospitals — Pregnancy and Parturitionin Cats

https://vcahospitals.com/know-your-pet/pregnancy-and-parturition-in-cats

VCA Animal Hospitals — Cat Neutering and Behavior

https://vcahospitals.com/know-your-pet/cat-behavior-and-training-cat-neutering-and-behavior

VCA Animal Hospitals — Marking and Spraying Behavior

https://vcahospitals.com/know-your-pet/cat-behavior-problems-marking-and-spraying-behavior
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18. VCA Animal Hospitals — Post-Operative Instructions in Cats

https://vcahospitals.com/know-your-pet/post-operative-instructions-in-cats

19. Merck Veterinary Manual — Features of the Reproductive Cycle

https://www.merckvetmanual.com/multimedia/table/features-of-the-reproductive-cycle

20. Cornell Feline Health Center — Mammary Tumors

https://www.vet.cornell.edu/departments-centers-and-institutes/cornell-feline-health-center/health-inf
ormation/feline-health-topics/mammary-tumors

21. Cornell Feline Health Center — Spaying and Neutering

https://www.vet.cornell.edu/departments-centers-and-institutes/cornell-feline-health-center/health-inf
ormation/feline-health-topics/spaying-and-neutering

22. Postpartumreturn to oestrus in breeding queens (Animals, 2023)
https://pmc.nchi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10812045/

23. North Shore Animal League America — SpayUSA

https://www.animalleague.org/get-involved/spay-usa/
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