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The Hamster 
 

Hamsters are known widely for their cheek pouches, in which they gather food, to store in deep 

burrows, particularly when photoperiod is decreasing. The pouches are unusual in having no lymph 

drainage and, therefore, do not reject tissues transplanted to them.  This is useful in immunological 

and other research. Several different varieties of hamster are used, the commonest one being the 

Golden or Syrian hamster, Mesocricetus auratus. Different strains are available. 

 

Behaviour 

Hamsters are readily tamed, and rarely bite unless startled or handled roughly. Males are more 

docile than females. They are active at times during the day, but are mainly nocturnal, so most 

activity occurs at night. Hamsters are solitary animals, and will attack each other. Females will attack 

males except for a brief period during oestrus, and often attack other females, although groups of 

same sex animals may be maintained if they are put together before puberty. Territory marking is 

done using a secretion from the flank glands, which are visible, particularly in the male, as dark 

patches on each side. 

 

Housing 

Hamsters are solitary and prefer to be housed individually. They are adept at chewing through cages, 

so tough plastic cages with solid bottoms are used. If they do manage to escape, they are unlikely to 

return to their cages. Deep-piled bedding is usually provided.  Little waste is produced, and cages can 

be cleaned out one to two times weekly. 

 

Feeding 

The nutritional requirements of hamsters have not been extensively studied. They are coprophagic, 

but may have different digestive systems to rats or mice. A diet with 16% protein, 5–7% fat and 60–

65% carbohydrate appears to be sufficient. They eat 5–7 g pelleted diet daily. 

 

As they have blunt noses, hamsters cannot feed from standard wire mesh suspended hoppers. They 

need hoppers with slots greater than 11 mm, so they can pull the food through onto the floor. 

Nursing females should be floor fed, or they become preoccupied with pulling food from the hopper 

and neglect their young. Food hoppers and drinking apparatus should be cleaned once or twice 

weekly. 

 

Water 

Hamsters need 10 ml water per 100 g body weight daily. Water bottles or automated systems can be 

used, but the sipper tubes must be stainless steel and not glass, as hamsters can bite through glass. 

For breeding animals, the sipper tubes should extend low into the cage so that neonates can reach 

them. Lactating females have a greater water requirement. 

 

Environment 

Hamsters are originally from hot countries, and burrow to avoid heat.  If unable to burrow, they 

tolerate heat poorly. Cold, however, may be tolerated quite well. If the temperature drops below 
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5°C, they can go into a state of pseudohibernation, from which they can be aroused by stimulation.  

If insufficient food is available, hibernation is delayed. Hamsters should be kept between 19°C and 

23°C, and breeding animals need to be at the higher temperature. Relative humidity should be 40–

60%. A 12–14-h period of light should be provided daily. 

 

Breeding 

Puberty occurs at 32–42 days, and breeding usually starts at 6–10 weeks for females and 10–14 

weeks for males, when they weigh 90–130 g. Fertility is lower in the winter. The female has oestrus 

every 4 days, and is receptive for a very short time. Males and females are usually kept separately, 

and put together for a short period after dark for mating. If the female does not accept the male, he 

should be removed at once. Otherwise, he is removed at the end of the dark period, before the light 

part of the cycle begins. A system of monogamous pairs can be maintained if the male and female 

are put together before puberty and kept permanently together. Alternatively, females can be 

rotated through the male’s cage at weekly intervals, one male being used for seven females, or a 

harem can be set up with several males and females together. The females are removed prior to 

parturition and returned after weaning. However, these systems can lead to fighting. 

 

Gestation lasts only 15.5–16 days, and between five and nine young are born. Due to the short 

gestation, they are small, weighing 2–3 g, and immature. An adequate nest is essential to provide 

warmth and security for the young, so a breeding female must have deep bedding and soft nesting 

material. To avoid disturbing a nursing mother, cleaning out may be done every 2 weeks. Weaning 

occurs at 20–25 days.  

 

Hamsters commonly abandon or kill their young. This can be triggered by environmental 

disturbances, inadequate nest material or early handling of mother and young. Sometimes when 

disturbed, females hide their young in their cheek pouches, and while this affords the young some 

protection, it may also suffocate them. To avoid stressing a nursing mother, sufficient food and 

bedding for over 1 week can be provided just prior to parturition, so that she does not have to be 

disturbed post-partum. Fostering and hand rearing of young are usually unsuccessful, so it is difficult 

to rederive a colony by Caesarean section to control disease outbreaks. 

 

Handling 

Hamsters may bite if startled and should be picked up gently but firmly, by cupping the animal in the 

hand. Hamsters have no tail, and large cheek pouches. They are restrained by grasping a large pinch 

of scruff and turning over into the hand as for mice. If insufficient scruff is grasped, the hamster will 

turn and bite. Additional restraint may be achieved by grasping skin along the back between the 

fingers and palm. 

 

Pain and stress recognition 

Hamsters show weight loss, extended sleep period and increased aggression or depression. Ocular 

discharge and diarrhoea may be associated with stress. 

 

Common diseases and health monitoring 

Hamsters are relatively free from clinical diseases. They may get non-specific enteritis, known as ‘wet 

tail’, which is sometimes associated with Salmonella or Campylobacter infection, both of which are 

potentially zoonotic. They can also carry LCM and Sendai viruses, and these should be included in the 

regular health-screening programme. 
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Biological data: hamster. 

Biological data       Breeding data 

Adult weight (g)   Male 85–130  Puberty (days)    32–42 

    Female 95–150  Age to breed male (weeks) 10–14 

Diploid number    44   Age to breed female (weeks)  6–10 

Food intake   5 g/100 g bodyweight Gestation (days)    15–16 

Water intake   10 ml/100 g bodyweight Litter size     5–9 

Natural lifespan (years)    1–3   Birth weight (g)    2-3 

Rectal temperature (°C)   37–38  Weaning age (days)   20–25 

Heart rate/min     250–500  Oestrous  cycle (days)   4 

Blood pressure systole (mmHg)  150   Post-partum oestrus   Infertile 

Blood pressure diastole (mmHg)  100 

Blood volume (ml/kg)    78 

Respiratory rate/min    35–135 

Tidal volume (ml)    0.6–1.4 

 

Haematological data      Biochemical data 

RBC (x10
6
/mm3)    6–10  Serum protein (g/dl)   4.5–7.5 

PCV (%)     36–55  Albumin (g/dl)    2.6–4.1 

Hb (g/dl)     10–16  Globulin (g/dl)    2.7–4.2 

WBC (x10
3
/mm3)    3–11  Glucose (mg/dl)    60–150 

Neutrophils (%)    10–42  Blood urea nitrogen (mg/dl)  12–25 

Lymphocytes (%)    50–95  Creatinine (mg/dl)   0.91–0.99 

Eosinophils  (%)    0–4.5  Total bilirubin (mg/dl)   0.25–0.6 

Monocytes (%)     0–3   Cholesterol (mg/dl)   25–135 

Basophils (%)     0–1  

Platelets (x10
3
/mm3)    200–500 

  

From Wolfensohn and Lloyd (2003). 

 


