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FELINE UPPER RESPIRATORY INFECTION 

Description 

VCA 

Feline upper respiratory infection (URI) is the common term for a respiratory infection 
caused by one or more viral or bacterial agents. 

• Synonyms for this condition include feline infectious respiratory disease and feline
upper respiratory disease complex (URD).

• The infection may be caused by one or more viral or bacterial agents capable of
causing disease in cats.

• The most common viruses that cause upper respiratory infections in cats are
feline herpesvirus type-1 (also known as feline viral rhinotracheitis or FVR) and
feline calicivirus (FCV).

• The most common bacteria that cause
upper respiratory infections in cats are
Bordetella bronchiseptica (B.
bronchiseptica) and Chlamydophila felis
(C. felis).

• FVR and FCV are responsible for
approximately 90% of all feline upper
respiratory infections.

• Less common agents that may be involved
in an upper respiratory infection in cats
include mycoplasma or feline reovirus.

Causes 

PetMD 

Feline Upper Respiratory Infection Causes 
By far, viruses are the most common causes of upper respiratory infections in cats. About 
80%- 90% of infections are viral, while most of the rest are caused by bacteria. 

The most common culprits often show up in shelters and multi-cat households: 
• Feline herpesvirus. This is related to the virus that causes chickenpox and cold

sores in people, but cats can’t give it to their owners.
o Most cats that get feline herpesvirus will carry it for the rest of their lives.
o They may be able to spread it even if they don’t seem sick.
o That can include a mother cat with a new litter of kittens.

• Feline calicivirus. This highly contagious virus causes a mild to severe respiratory
infection and oral disease.

• Chlamydia. Runny eyes are a typical sign of this bacterial infection.
• Bordetella. This bacterial infection is usually associated with stress and

overcrowded living conditions.
o It’s more common in dogs.

• Fungus. Cats can pick up fungal infections by being exposed to bird droppings and
decaying plants.

Viruses are found in the saliva, tears, and nasal secretions of infected cats. 
• They’re easily spread through direct contact, like touching and grooming, or when

cats cough and sneeze on each other.
• Viruses can also live on surfaces cats share, like food and water bowls or litter

boxes.
• People can spread them from one cat to another with contaminated hands or

clothing.
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Risk Factors 

WebMD 

Feline Upper Respiratory Infection Risk Factors 
Upper respiratory infections are common for cats that live in crowded conditions, like 
shelters or breeding facilities. They’re also more likely in multi-cat households. Other risk 
factors include: 

• Age. Kittens and elderly cats are more likely to get infections. 
• Vaccination status. Your cat’s vaccines can keep them from getting sick or cause 

an infection to be milder. 
• Physical condition. Cats that have feline leukemia or feline immunodeficiency 

virus are more likely to get infections. Other illnesses or medications that suppress 
the immune system can put your cat at risk. 

• Stress. It can make a cat more likely to pick up a virus in the first place and cause 
it to come back later in life. 

• Breed. Persians and other flat-faced breeds are more likely to get upper respiratory 
infections because of their facial structure. 

• Going outside. Outdoor cats are more likely to come in contact with infected cats 
or with fungi that can cause infections. 

Risk for other 
Household Cats 

VCA 

Are other cats in the household at risk of infection? 
A cat with an acute upper respiratory infection will be infective to other cats during the 
incubation period and for up to three weeks after developing symptoms. 

• A cat that is a carrier of an upper respiratory virus may always be infective to other 
cats.  

• Cats that are unvaccinated, young, or that have chronic underlying conditions are 
more susceptible and may develop a serious illness.  

• Adequately vaccinated adults will likely only develop a mild case of illness, which 
may resolve without treatment. 

• It is always prudent to isolate a new cat from the other cats in your household for 
at least 1–2 weeks to minimize the risk of transmission of any infectious diseases. 

o During this time, the cat should be examined by a veterinarian to ensure it
is safe for the cats to make contact. 

How Long Does a 
URI Last? 

VCA 

How long does a typical feline upper respiratory infection last? 
Once a cat is exposed to an infectious agent, the cat will go through an incubation period 
of 2–10 days before they develop clinical signs. 

• If the infection is uncomplicated, it will typically last for 7–14 days, although signs 
may persist for up to 21 days, in some cases. During this time, the cat may be 
infective to other cats. 

• With FVR, approximately 80% of cats become chronic carriers, meaning that they 
have the disease for life.  

o In some cats that carry FVR, stress (due to surgery, other illnesses,
changes in the home, boarding, etc.) may cause the virus to become 
reactivated throughout life. 

• With FCV, about half of infected cats will become carriers of the disease.  
o In some cases, the carrier state may only last for a few months.
o In a small percentage of cats, the carrier state may persist for life.
o These persistent carriers are usually asymptomatic but still serve as a

constant source of FCV to susceptible cats. 
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Diagnosis 

PetMD 

How Veterinarians Diagnose an Upper Respiratory Infection in Cats 
Upper respiratory infections in cats are usually diagnosed following a physical exam by 
your vet. 

• They will look in your cat’s eyes and ears and at their nostrils for signs of 
inflammation (swelling) and drainage. 

• They will feel your cat’s lymph nodes for any swelling and listen to their lungs. 
• They will also take the pet’s temperature. 

The following tests may also be recommended: 
• Feline leukemia and FIV (feline immunodeficiency virus) testing. These are 

common viruses that can lower a cat’s immune system, making them more at risk 
of upper respiratory infections. 

• X-rays. These let the vet look at the lungs and ensure the infection is just in the 
upper respiratory tract (like the nose) and hasn’t spread to the lungs (like 
pneumonia).  

• Blood work. This checks the blood cells to ensure further treatment isn’t 
necessary.  

• Bacterial culture or PCR test. Sometimes swabs of the nose, eyes, or mouth are 
recommended. These swabs can be sent off for a bacterial culture or a polymerase 
chain reaction (PCR) test to look for viral DNA. 

Upper respiratory infections are common. They often clear up on their own and are 
readily diagnosed with an exam. 

• However, let your vet know if your cat is not eating well or is acting depressed. 
• This may change their diagnostic or treatment recommendations. 

Symptoms 

Cats.com 

Symptoms of Cat Upper Respiratory Infections 
Cat Upper Respiratory Infection Symptoms 

• The symptoms of a feline upper respiratory infection resemble those of a human 
cold or flu, including coughing, sneezing, eye inflammation, lethargy, and more. 

Cats with upper respiratory infections may have one or more of the following clinical signs: 
• Coughing 
• Sneezing 
• Nasal congestion 
• Nasal discharge (runny nose; may be clear or cloudy) 
• Eye discharge (clear or cloudy) 
• Conjunctivitis 
• Blepharospasm (excessive squinting) 
• Mouth ulcers 
• Hoarse voice (meow sounds strange) 
• Fever 
• Lethargy (lack of energy, excessive sleeping) 
• Anorexia (loss of appetite) 
• Enlarged lymph nodes 

Cats with upper respiratory symptoms may also experience one or more of the following 
symptoms of lower respiratory tract infection: 

• Coughing 
• Cyanosis (blue or gray lips, gums, and mouth) 
• Difficulty breathing (shallow, labored, or rapid breathing) 
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Treatment 

Cats.com 

Treatment & Recovery 
The treatment of a cat upper respiratory infection depends on the infection’s origins and 
symptoms. 

• Treatment for a URI depends on what caused the infection and what symptoms the 
cat is experiencing. Depending on how sick the cat is, the cat might need only 
medications given at home, or require medications and in-hospital supportive care 
like fluids and nutritional therapy. 

In general, URIs in cats may be treated with some of the following: 
• Antibiotics 
• Corticosteroids 
• Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs 
• Antiviral medications 
• Anti-fungal drugs 
• Intravenous or subcutaneous fluids 
• Nasal decongestants 
• Nutritional support 

The cat’s prognosis depends on what caused the URI. In general, cats with mild to 
moderate URIs respond well to swift veterinary treatment. 

• URIs in cats can be caused by many different pathogens, so treatment is 
dependent on what is causing the infection, whether it be a virus, bacterium, or 
fungus. 

• For that reason, it’s important to seek veterinary care if your cat displays any 
symptoms of a respiratory infection. Do not attempt to treat your cat with home 
remedies or use any medication without explicit guidance from your veterinarian. 

Prevention 

PetMD 

Prevention of an Upper Respiratory Infection in Cats 
Your cat’s risk of getting an upper respiratory infection can be reduced with vaccinations. 

• While vaccination doesn’t always prevent the viruses it targets, it does lessen the 
severity of their symptoms if they are exposed.  

The FVRCP vaccine that is recommended for healthy kittens and most adult cats is 
protective against many of the most common viruses that cause upper respiratory 
infections in cats. 
FVRCP stands for: 

• FVR= feline viral rhinotracheitis. This is another name for feline herpesvirus, the 
most common respiratory virus in cats.  

• C= This stands for calicivirus, the second most common upper respiratory virus in 
cats.  

• P= Stands for panleukopenia, also known as feline distemper. 

Aside from vaccinating your cat, you can also reduce their risk by minimizing their 
exposure to other cats. 

• If you visit cat cafes or other places where there are cats outside your home, be 
sure to wash your hands before returning to your house.  

• If you have a cat in your home with an upper respiratory infection, separate them in 
their own room for three weeks to avoid shared food and water bowls or mutual 
grooming.  

• Wash your hands thoroughly between handling infected and unaffected cats. 
• To be on the safe side, isolate new cat additions to your home for a couple of 

weeks, to ensure they don’t start showing signs of upper respiratory infections 
before being introduced to your other cats. 
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Environmental 
Management 

The Pet Vet 

Environmental Management 
Creating a healthy environment reduces infection risk: 

• Maintain good ventilation in your home 
• Regularly clean food bowls,  litter boxes, and bedding 
• Avoid overcrowding in multi-cat households 
• Isolate new cats before introducing them to resident  pets 
• Minimize stress, which can trigger viral reactivation 
• Boosting Natural Immunity 
• Healthy lifestyle choices support strong immune function: 
• Provide a balanced, high-quality diet 
• Ensure adequate hydration 
• Maintain a healthy weight 
• Schedule regular wellness exams 
• Manage any underlying health conditions 
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