
Caring For Your Pet Rat 

Caring for Your Pet Rats: An In-Depth Guide


Varieties of Rats


Rats come in an array of delightful varieties, showcasing diverse coats and eye colours that range 
from crisp white and warm cinnamon to soft blue and playful parti-coloured patterns, each with 
dark or pink eyes. In the world of rats, males are known as bucks, while females are referred to as 
does. The young ones, often referred to as kittens, bring an extra dose of cuteness.


Are Rats the Right Pet for You?


Pet rats are not just adorable; they are also incredibly clean, intelligent, and social creatures that 
thrive on human companionship. They can make excellent pets for families, but they require 
significant attention and care. Daily social interaction is essential, along with at least one hour of 
exercise outside their cage. Before welcoming rats into your home, ensure everyone in the family 
is enthusiastic about the commitment involved.






Are Rats Suitable for Children?


Rats can be a great pet option for children due to their larger size compared to smaller rodents 
like hamsters, making them easier to handle. Many rats enjoy the attention and affection they 
receive from humans. However, it’s crucial that an adult supervises interactions to ensure the rats 
are treated gently and receive the proper care they need.


How Long Do Pet Rats Live?


On average, pet rats have a lifespan of approximately two and a half years. During this time, they 
can become cherished members of your family.




Do Rats Need Company?


Yes, rats are inherently social animals and thrive in the company of their own kind. Keeping a rat 
alone can lead to loneliness and depression. To avoid unwanted litters, it’s best to adopt a pair or 
a group of the same sex. If you opt for a mixed-gender group, ensure that the male is neutered to 
prevent breeding.






Tip: Male rats typically get along well if they have been raised together. However, if conflicts arise, 
consult with your veterinarian about the possibility of neutering, which may alleviate tensions.


When Do Rats Sleep?


As nocturnal creatures, rats are most active during the night and at dawn or dusk. This active 
schedule means you’ll need to consider where to keep them. They prefer a location where they 
can see and hear you, as they enjoy companionship, but you’ll also want to ensure they won’t 
disturb your sleep!


Where to Get Rats


Animal Charities: Many rescue centres have rats in need of loving homes. Generally, these 
organisations will rehome rats in pairs or groups, but single rats looking for companionship are 
also available.


Breeders and Pet Shops: If you choose to purchase from a pet shop or breeder, keep the 
following tips in mind:


	•	 Avoid buying rats from overcrowded environments or where any exhibit signs of respiratory 
distress (like rapid or noisy breathing).


	•	 Ensure any baby rats are at least six weeks old before bringing them home.


	•	 Verify that they have been health-checked by a veterinarian and accurately sexed.


	•	 Separate males and females by the time they reach five weeks old.


	•	 Make sure they are housed in suitable living conditions, with enough space and socialisation.


How Much Do Pet Rats Cost?




If you adopt from a rescue organisation, there will typically be a rehoming fee per rat, which often 
covers veterinary checks and behaviour assessments. If you opt for a pet shop or breeder, expect 
to pay between £15 to £25 for each rat.




What Supplies Do You Need for Your Rats?


To create a safe and stimulating environment for your rats, gather the following essentials:


	•	 A Suitable Wire Cage: Large and well-ventilated, allowing for plenty of climbing space.


	•	 Appropriate Bedding: Comfortable and safe material.


	•	 Quality Food: A balanced diet designed specifically for rats.


	•	 Food and Water Bowls: Earthenware or stainless steel options work best.


	•	 Water Bottle: Ensure they have a constant supply of clean water.


	•	 Nest Box: A cozy hideaway for resting and sleeping.


	•	 Playtime: Time outside their cage for exercise and exploration.


	•	 Toys: Engaging items to keep them entertained.


	•	 Carrier: For vet visits or transportation.


Rat Cages: Creating a Comfortable Home


The best housing option for your rats is a spacious wire cage. The ideal size for two to five rats is 
at least 90cm (L) x 60cm (D) x 120cm (H), with solid flooring to prevent injury to their feet. Avoid 
using aquarium-style glass cages as they lack proper ventilation, and be sure not to use hamster 
cages, as they are generally too small.




Where to Keep Your Rats




Rats can be sensitive to their environment, so it’s essential to house them thoughtfully:


	•	 Indoors: They should be kept indoors, as outdoor conditions can be too harsh.


	•	 Temperature Control: Ensure they are away from drafts and direct sunlight to protect them 
from extreme temperatures.


	•	 Visibility and Noise: Place their cage somewhere they can see and hear you, but away from 
loud noises or vibrations that might stress them out.


Bedding Options


Safe bedding materials for your rats include:


	•	 Dust-extracted paper-based bedding




	•	 Non-aspen wood chips


	•	 Cellulose-based chips


Bedding to Avoid: Steer clear of wood shavings or sawdust, as these can lead to respiratory 
issues. Fluffy bedding is also dangerous; it can get wrapped around their feet and cause injury, 
and it doesn’t break down if ingested. Additionally, avoid any bedding with added fragrances.


Providing Shelter


Rats need a nest box for sleeping and relaxation. A simple cardboard box filled with shredded 
paper bedding will provide them with a safe space.


Litter Training Your Rats


Rats can be litter trained with patience. Use rat-safe litter distinct from their bedding to help them 
recognise the designated area. Once you observe where they prefer to go, place some of the new 
bedding there to encourage them to use that spot.


How Often to Clean Your Rat’s Cage


Check the cage every few days to remove dirty bedding, which is crucial for preventing 
respiratory issues. A complete clean should be performed weekly using a pet-safe cleaner.


Cleaning Tips:


	•	 Retain some of their familiar bedding to help maintain their scent, reducing stress.


	•	 Keep their cage in the same location during cleaning.


	•	 Minimise loud noises during cleaning, as rats are sensitive to sound.




Steps for Cleaning a Rat’s Cage


	1.	 Wait until your rats are awake to start cleaning.

	2.	 Remove your rats from the cage for exercise or place them in a carrier.

	3.	 Take out any ropes, hammocks, or toys, cleaning them as needed.

	4.	 Scoop out bedding and debris with a dustpan and brush.

	5.	 Use a pet-safe disinfectant to spray the cage, then wipe down and rinse thoroughly with 

warm water.

	6.	 Allow the cage to air dry for around 30 minutes.

	7.	 Clean food bowls and the water bottle with warm water and a bottle brush.


Finally, reassemble their home by:


	•	 Adding new bedding.


	•	 Reintroducing toys (vary their placement for added interest).


	•	 Providing fresh food and water.




Enrichment for Pet Rats: Keeping Them Active and Engaged


Rats are incredibly active and social animals, and they thrive on play and exploration. To ensure 
their happiness and well-being, it’s vital to provide them with a variety of objects and activities to 
keep them entertained.


Enrichment Outside Their Cage


Rats require a minimum of one hour of playtime outside their cage each day. However, before 
letting them roam, you need to create a safe environment:




	•	 Secure the Area: Keep doors and windows closed and block any gaps in floorboards, as rats 
can squeeze through surprisingly small openings.


	•	 Toxic Plants: Remove any houseplants that could be harmful to rats, as some varieties are 
poisonous.


	•	 Protect Cables: Cover electrical cables with protective tubing to prevent chewing, which can 
be dangerous.


Creating enrichment items for your rats is simple; you can repurpose many household objects. 
Here are some ideas:


	•	 Cardboard Boxes: Great for hiding and chewing.


	•	 PVC Pipes: Fun tunnels for exploration.


	•	 Plant Pots: These can be turned into hiding spots.


	•	 Fruit Treat Branches: Natural items that also provide something to nibble on.


	•	 Rope: For climbing and playing.


Enrichment Inside Their Cage


It’s equally important to keep your rats entertained while they’re in their cage. Here are some 
suggestions:


	•	 Multi-Level Cage: Choose a cage with multiple levels to encourage climbing and exploration.


	•	 Rope Toys: Hang rope toys for them to climb and play with.




	•	 Hammocks: Purchase a rat-friendly hammock or create one by tying a small towel to the top 
of the cage.


	•	 Exercise Wheel: A safe, rat-sized exercise wheel can provide excellent physical activity.


	•	 Chew Items: Offer cardboard tubes, boxes, and rat-friendly toys that encourage chewing.


	•	 Food Trails: Hide small trails of food around the cage for them to discover.


	•	 Gnawing Blocks: Provide blocks specifically designed for chewing to keep their teeth healthy.


For more inspiration, consider exploring specialised pet stores or online resources for additional 
enrichment ideas!


Nutrition for Pet Rats


Rats enjoy a varied diet that should include grains, vegetables, and a protein source, such as dry 
dog food. You can find commercial rat food mixes at pet shops, but keep in mind:


	•	 Moderation: While rats appreciate table scraps and treats, monitor their intake to prevent 
obesity. Occasional fruits and vegetables are fine, but high-fat items like peanuts and sunflower 
seeds should be given sparingly.


	•	 Fresh Water: Ensure fresh, clean water is always accessible. If using a water bottle, check it 
daily for blockages or leaks and clean it regularly.


How Much to Feed Your Rats


To maintain a healthy weight, it’s essential to:




	•	 Control Treats: Limit the number of treats you give.


	•	 Monitor Portion Sizes: Provide the appropriate amount of food for their size and activity level.


	•	 Encourage Activity: Ensure they have ample opportunities for physical and mental enrichment.


If you notice any signs of excessive weight gain, consult your vet for guidance.


Feeding Method


Use sturdy earthenware bowls, which are difficult to tip over, or stainless-steel bowls that can clip 
onto the cage. You can also hide their food throughout the cage to encourage foraging behaviour.


Health Monitoring for Pet Rats


Daily check-ins for signs of illness are crucial. Be vigilant for:


	•	 Loss of Appetite: A sudden change in eating habits.


	•	 Lethargy: Noticeable tiredness or inactivity.


	•	 Weight Changes: Sudden weight gain or loss.


	•	 Respiratory Symptoms: Runny nose, watery eyes, wheezing, or sneezing.


If you observe any unusual symptoms, contact your veterinarian. An annual health check is also 
beneficial for ongoing care.


Common Health Issues in Rats


Respiratory Diseases: These are common among rats, often presenting symptoms such as:




	•	 Difficulty breathing or laboured breathing.


	•	 Frequent sneezing.


	•	 Breathing with their mouth open.


Note that some rats may carry respiratory diseases without showing symptoms, but they can 
transmit it to other rats. If symptoms arise, consult your vet promptly.


Red Discharge: A reddish discharge from the eyes or nose can indicate illness, pain, or stress. 
This pigment is natural mucus, not blood, but it’s wise to speak with your vet if you notice it.


Tumours: Rats, particularly females, are prone to tumours as they age. If you discover a lump, 
consult your veterinarian to determine the best course of action, including the possibility of 
surgical removal.


Grooming Needs


Rats are naturally clean animals and spend considerable time grooming themselves. However, 
they may occasionally need assistance:


	•	 Tail Care: If their tails become dirty, clean them gently using mild animal shampoo or 
unscented baby wipes.





Breeding Considerations


Rats can start breeding as early as five weeks old, producing large litters. Females can become 
pregnant again shortly after giving birth, making it crucial to keep male and female rats separate 
unless the males are neutered.




Neutering


It’s advisable to keep rats in same-sex pairs or groups to prevent unwanted litters. If you have a 
mixed-gender group, neutering the males is essential to avoid breeding. Neutering can also 
reduce aggression and fighting behaviours. Always consult your veterinarian for further 
information about the procedure.


Understanding Rat Behaviour


Rats engage in play that can sometimes look like fighting. To differentiate between the two, watch 
for these signs:


	•	 Injuries: Any visible injuries to one or both rats.


	•	 Hiding Behaviour: If one rat consistently hides from the other.


	•	 Bites: Signs of biting during interactions.


	•	 Vocalisation: Vocalisations that indicate distress.


	•	 Raised Fur: Fur standing on end during altercations.


	•	 Over-Grooming: This can indicate stress rather than normal grooming behaviour.


Introducing New Rats


To minimise fighting, introduce rats soon after weaning (around three weeks old) or keep same-
sex siblings together. Avoid changing the composition of the group frequently, as rats establish 
strong social bonds, and alterations can lead to aggression.




If a new rat must be introduced (for example, after the death of a cage mate), be prepared for 
potential aggression initially, which may subside as they become familiar with each other. 
However, if they cannot coexist peacefully, they may need to be housed separately.


Addressing Aggression Among Rats


If your rats show signs of aggression, consider the following strategies:


	•	 Resource Distribution: Ensure there’s plenty of food, water, and hiding spots to reduce 
competition.


	•	 Cage Design: Provide a multi-level cage with shelters that have multiple exits to allow for 
escape routes.


	•	 Separation: If fighting persists for several days or if injuries occur, you may need to separate 
the rats temporarily.


Important: Unusual fighting behaviour in an established group may indicate a health issue or 
pain. In such cases, consult your vet for advice.




Handling Your Rats


Aim to spend at least one hour a day handling your rats if they enjoy it, as this helps strengthen 
your bond. Here’s how to handle them safely:


	1.	 Support Them: Place one hand under their chest behind their forelegs and your other hand 
under their back legs for support.


	2.	 Avoid the Tail: Never lift a rat by its tail, as this can cause injury.

	3.	 Supervise Children: Once rats are accustomed to being handled by adults, children can also 

participate, but supervision is essential to ensure gentle handling.




By providing a safe environment, proper nutrition, and attentive care, you can ensure that your pet 
rats lead happy, healthy lives filled with exploration and companionship!




Conclusion


Caring for pet rats can be a rewarding experience filled with affection and companionship. By 
understanding their needs and providing a safe, engaging environment, you can ensure that your 
rats lead happy, fulfilling lives. Their playful antics and intelligence will enrich your home, creating 
countless moments of joy!


