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CONSIDERING A PRICKLY COMPANION: THE
COMPLETE GUIDE TO INFORMATION ON HEDGEHOGS
AS PETS

When most people imagine a pet, they picture a loyal dog
wagging its tail or a cat purring contentedly on a lap. However, a
growing number of exotic pet enthusiasts are turning to a much
smaller, spikier, and undeniably curious creature: the hedgehog.
Before you rush out to bring home one of these adorable
insectivores, it's essential to gather thorough information on
hedgehogs as pets. This is not a casual commitment;
hedgehogs require specific care, a carefully controlled
environment, and a patient owner who understands their unique
nocturnal and solitary nature. This guide will explore everything
you need to know, from housing and diet to health concerns and
legal considerations, ensuring you are fully prepared for the
delights and challenges of hedgehog ownership.

UNDERSTANDING THE AFRICAN PYGMY HEDGEHOG

First, it's crucial to understand that the hedgehogs commonly
sold as pets are not the same species as the wild European
hedgehog you might see in gardens. The vast majority of pet
hedgehogs are African Pygmy Hedgehogs (Atelerix albiventris), a
hybrid species bred specifically for captivity. This distinction
matters because their needs differ from their wild cousins. A good
starting point for any prospective owner is to seek specific
information on hedgehogs as pets that refers to this
domesticated species. These animals are solitary by nature; in
the wild, they only come together to mate. Your pet hedgehog
will be perfectly content living alone and, in fact, may become
stressed or aggressive if housed with another hedgehog.

Personality and
Temperament: Quills and
Quirks

One of the first things you'll discover when reading information
on hedgehogs as pets is that they are not naturally cuddly.
They are prey animals, and their first instinct is to curl into a tight
ball of sharp quills when frightened. This is a defensive
mechanism, not a sign of aggression. With daily, gentle handling,
most pet hedgehogs will learn to relax around their owners. They
can become quite tame, uncurling and allowing you to hold them,
though they rarely enjoy being petted in the same way a cat or
dog does. They are also incredibly curious, often exploring their
environment with a characteristic snuffling sound. Their
personality is best described as independent and inquisitive
rather than affectionate. They can be entertaining to watch as
they run on their wheel, forage for food, and investigate new
smells, but they are not typically lap pets that seek out human
attention.

LEGAL CONSIDERATIONS AND WHERE TO FIND YOUR

HEDGEHOG

Before you even start shopping for a hedgehog, you must check
your local laws. In some regions, including certain states in the
U.S. (like California, Georgia, Hawaii, and New York City) and
specific countries, owning a hedgehog is illegal. This is often due
to concerns about invasive species or potential disease
transmission. Always verify the legality in your city, county, and
state. The most reliable source of information on hedgehogs
as pets regarding legality will be your local fish and game
department or animal control agency. Never buy a hedgehog
from a questionable source. Instead, search for a reputable
breeder who prioritizes health and temperament over profit. A
good breeder will be happy to answer your questions, show you
the parent hedgehogs, and provide a health guarantee. Adopting
from a hedgehog rescue is also a wonderful option, as many of
these animals end up in shelters because their previous owners
were unprepared for the commitment.

CREATING THE PERFECT HOME: ENCLOSURE AND
BEDDING

Your hedgehog's housing is arguably the most critical aspect of
its care. A spacious, secure, and temperature-controlled
environment is non-negotiable. When researching information
on hedgehogs as pets, you will see that the single most
important factor is temperature. Hedgehogs are prone to a
dangerous condition called hibernation attempt if their
environment drops below 70°F (21°C). They need a consistent
ambient temperature between 72°F and 80°F (22°C-27°C).

Cage Size and Type

A minimum cage size for one hedgehog is 2 feet by 4 feet (8
square feet), though bigger is always better. Wire cages with a
solid floor or large plastic bins (modified to provide ventilation)
are excellent choices. Avoid aquariums or glass terrariums, as
they trap moisture and have poor ventilation, leading to
respiratory infections and foot problems. The cage must have a
solid, flat bottom to prevent tiny feet from getting caught. The
walls should be high enough to prevent escape, as hedgehogs
are surprisingly good climbers.

Bedding Substrates

Choose a soft, dust-free, absorbent bedding. Paper-based
pelleted bedding is the top recommendation from most
veterinarians and experienced owners. Avoid wood shavings,
especially cedar and pine, which contain aromatic oils that can
cause severe respiratory and liver issues in small animals. Fleece
liners are also popular and are washable, but they must be
changed frequently to prevent odors. Your substrate choice is a
crucial piece of information on hedgehogs as pets that
directly impacts their respiratory health.

Enrichment and
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Accessories

Hedgehogs are active and need mental stimulation. An exercise
wheel is an absolute must. Choose a solid-surface running wheel
with a diameter of at least 12 inches (30 cm). Wire or mesh
wheels can injure their delicate feet. Provide hiding spots like
igloos, small cardboard boxes, or PVC pipes. A shallow, heavy
ceramic food bowl and a water bowl or a water bottle are
necessary. They also need a litter box, as many hedgehogs can
be trained to use a specific corner. This practical information on
hedgehogs as pets will keep your hedgehog happy and
healthy.

FEEDING YOUR INSECTIVORE: DIET AND NUTRITION

Hedgehogs are insectivores, meaning their natural diet consists
primarily of insects. In captivity, a high-quality commercial
hedgehog food should form the foundation of their diet. If you
cannot find a good hedgehog-specific formula, a high-protein,
low-fat cat food can be a temporary substitute. Look for a food
with at least 30-35% protein and 10-15% fat. Avoid foods with
fillers like corn, wheat, or soy. Supplementing with live insects is
essential for their physical and mental health. Mealworms,
crickets, and waxworms are excellent treats and provide
important nutrients. You can also offer small amounts of cooked
chicken, scrambled eggs, and certain fruits and vegetables like
apples (without seeds), bananas, berries, and cooked carrots.
This varied diet mimics their natural foraging behavior. Any
information on hedgehogs as pets that suggests a diet solely
of cat food or treats is incomplete and potentially harmful.

Foods to Avoid

Just as important as what to feed is what to avoid. Never give
your hedgehog any dairy products (they are lactose intolerant),
grapes, raisins, chocolate, citrus fruits, raw meat or eggs, or any
processed human foods high in sugar or salt. Avocado is also
toxic to them. Providing a balanced, species-appropriate diet is
one of the most important pieces of information on hedgehogs
as pets you will ever learn.

HEALTH AND VETERINARY CARE

Finding a veterinarian who specializes in exotic animals is crucial
before you bring your hedgehog home. Not all vets are
comfortable treating small mammals like hedgehogs. Common
health problems include obesity (often from improper diet and
lack of exercise on a proper wheel), dental disease, skin mites
(known as quill mites), respiratory infections (often from poor
ventilation or cold drafts), "wobbly hedgehog syndrome" (a
progressive neurological disorder), and tumors (especially in
older hedgehogs). Regular weigh-ins and fecal exams are
recommended. Knowing this information on hedgehogs as
pets will help you spot early signs of illness. A sick hedgehog is
often lethargic, stops eating, has discharge from eyes or nose, or
has a change in stool consistency. Because hedgehogs are
masters at hiding illness, any change in behavior should prompt a
visit to the vet.

Quill Maintenance and
Bathing

Hedgehogs are generally clean animals and often engage in self-
grooming. However, they occasionally need a bath, especially if

they get dirty. Use a gentle, unscented oatmeal-based pet
shampoo and warm water. Never get water in their ears or eyes.
After the bath, dry them thoroughly with a soft towel and keep
them warm until completely dry. Quills naturally fall out and are
replaced (a process called quilling, which can be uncomfortable
for them). You should not see bald patches unless there are mites
or other skin issues. Gentle handling can help them get used to
being touched, even when their quills are up.

HANDLING AND SOCIALIZATION

Socializing your hedgehog is a gradual process that requires
patience. Start by letting your hedgehog get used to your scent.
Place a worn t-shirt inside their cage for a few days. Then, handle
them for short periods (5-10 minutes) each day, preferably in the
evening when they are naturally active. Always use a soft, gentle
scooping motion from underneath, never grab from above, as this
mimics a predatory attack. It's common for them to hiss and curl
up in protest; this is normal. Consistent handling will help them
learn that you are not a threat. A well-socialized hedgehog is a
delight to observe. This is a core piece of information on
hedgehogs as pets that many new owners underestimate.

ACTIVITY AND SLEEP CYCLES

Hedgehogs are crepuscular or nocturnal, meaning they are most
active during dawn, dusk, and night. Your hedgehog will likely be
asleep when you are awake and become active after dark. Expect
to hear them running on their wheel, rustling through bedding,
and exploring their cage during the late evening. This is normal
and entertaining, but if you are a light sleeper, you may want to
place the cage in a room away from your bedroom. Their sleep
patterns can shift slightly over time to coincide with your
schedule, but they will always require ample uninterrupted sleep
during the day. Understanding this natural rhythm is essential
information on hedgehogs as pets for setting realistic
expectations.

COSTS AND COMMITMENT

Owning a hedgehog is not cheap. The initial setup (cage, wheel,
bedding, food, water bottle, hiding places, heating source) can
easily cost between $150 and $400. The hedgehog itself from a
reputable breeder typically costs $150 to $350. Ongoing costs
include high-quality food, bedding, treats, and veterinary care.
Exotic vet visits are more expensive than routine cat or dog
visits. You should also budget for unexpected medical
emergencies. The average lifespan of a pet hedgehog is 3 to 7
years, with 4 to 5 being most common. This is a moderate
commitment of time and money. Gathering all this information
on hedgehogs as pets before you buy will help you avoid
surprises.

CONCLUSION

Deciding to bring a hedgehog into your home is a unique and
rewarding journey, but it is not a decision to be made lightly. The
adorable face and quilled back hide a creature with very specific
needs. A successful hedgehog owner is one who has done their
homework, understands the commitment to temperature control,
a high-quality diet, and regular, patient handling. They are not
low-maintenance pets, but for the right person, they offer endless
fascination and gentle companionship. By taking the time to
absorb comprehensive information on hedgehogs as pets,
you are taking the most important step toward providing a
happy, healthy life for one of nature's most charming little
oddballs. If you are prepared to meet their needs, a hedgehog
can make a truly captivating and endearing pet.
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