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The exact age may differ from 

child to child, but it is certain 

that at some point, every child 

begins asking for a pet.  The 

right pet can result in the start 

of a lifelong love for animals, 

foster a sense of responsibility 

and provide years of fun and 

love for the whole family.  The 

wrong pet can make parents 

consider putting both the child 

and the pet up for adoption! 

 

Although there are many 

types of animals available as 

pets, the best fit for children 

are hamsters, rats or guinea 

pigs.  Each type has its own 

unique attributes so think 

carefully about your family's 

situation before you head to 

your local pet store. 

 

When considering hamsters, 

the choice is between smaller 

Dwarf hamsters or their larger 

cousins, Syrian hamsters.  

Although both are hamsters, 

the two types are quite distinct 

in terms of personality and 

care.   

 

Syrian hamsters are solitary 

creatures who will not tolerate 

another hamster in the same 

cage but are very patient and 

handle well.  They are 

nocturnal, which means they 

will spend all night running on 

their wheel, but will otherwise 

sleep all day until they get 

used to your routine.  There are 

a wide variety of colours and 

coat types to choose from, 

including Teddy Bear hamsters, 

with a longer coat (requiring a 

bit of brushing) or Satin 

hamsters, 

whose 

coat has a 

shiny 

quality.  All 

types of 

Syrian 

hamsters 

can live up to two and half 

years with proper care and 

attention. 

 

Dwarf hamsters, by contrast, 

are very social with each other 

and are much more active.  A 

same-sex pair will usually live 

happily together throughout 

their lives, provided they grew 

up together.  Combining boy 

and girl hamsters together can 

result in babies every three 

weeks, so ask the pet store 

staff for a pair of boys or girls.  

Dwarf hamsters are much 

smaller than Syrian hamsters, 

but are friendly and eager to 

explore and are often up 

during the day, as well as at 

night, running around and on 

the wheel.  

There are 

fewer colour 

varieties 

available 

than with 

Syrian 

hamsters (most are a grey or 

buff colour) and all are short 

haired.  Dwarf hamsters have 

a shorter lifespan than Syrian 

hamsters, typically up to one 

and half years with proper 

care and attention. 

 

Both types of hamster need a 

cage (which can range from a 

tall 14" x 11" x 20" structure to 

an expandable 16" x 10.5" x 11" 

cage), bedding, a wheel, 

house, something wooden to 

chew on, and as much time 

out of the cage as possible. A 

hamster ball is a great way to 

give them some exercise and 

a chance to explore in a safe 

way, as well 

as being fun 

for the whole 

family.  It 

many not be 

the most 

sophisticated 

activity in the 

world, but watching a small 

hamster running around the 

house in a transparent plastic 

ball is irresistible entertainment. 

 

COMPARISON CHART Dwarf Hamster Syrian Hamster Rat Guinea Pig 

Adult size 8 to 11 cm 12  to 16 cm 23 to 28 cm 23 to 27 cm 

 Average Lifespan About 1 1/2 years 1 1/2 years or more 2 to 3 years 4 to 6 years 

Cleaning required Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly 

Suggested age of child 8 years old 6 years old 8 years old 3 years old 

Active time Varies (day and night) Evening and night Day Day 

Number together One or more One only One or more Two or more 

 



Rats are a little bit bigger pet 

than either type of hamsters 

and are up and ready to play 

any time you are.  Despite the 

bad associations, rats are 

quite intelligent and can learn 

to come when 

you call and 

become very 

attached to 

their person.   

 

They are not jumpy or nippy 

and are quite content to 

spend time hanging out on 

your shoulder.  Rats are very 

social creatures, so if you don’t 

think you are going to give 

them daily attention, it  is best 

to get a same-sex pair.  They 

need a larger cage (from 24" x 

12" x 24") and while there are 

cages designed especially for 

rats, some bird cages can be 

easily adapted.  Not all rats 

are interested 

in a wheel or 

a ball, but if 

they do enjoy 

it, this is a 

great way for them to get 

exercise.  Rats can live up from 

two to three years with proper 

care and attention. 

  

Last but not least, Guinea pigs 

are great pets for children that 

need a “bigger” pet as they 

are a sturdier animal, well 

suited to playing and cuddling 

with small children.  They do 

best in pairs or groups since 

this is how 

they live in 

the wild and 

few people 

have enough 

time and 

attention to 

satisfy the 

constant companionship a 

guinea pig craves.  They are 

charming and cuddly, very 

rarely bite and have an 

amazing range of little 

vocalizations that they use to 

convey any number of moods.  

They need a good size cage 

for a pair, at least 40” x 18”, 

since they need room for a 

house, hayrack, bowls and 

space to play.   

 

Several coat types are 

available, from short and 

smooth to long and curly.  The 

shorter coat types require less 

maintena

nce and 

are 

therefore 

better 

suited for 

children.  

Guinea 

pigs can 

live up 

from four to six years with 

proper care and attention. 

 

Whether you choose a 

hamster, a rat or a guinea pig, 

all require food and water on 

a daily basis, although the 

occasional weekend alone is 

fine.  They need cage 

cleanings about once a week, 

depending on the habits of 

the individual animal and the 

size of the cage.  Recycled 

paper bedding such as 

Freshworld or Carefresh is 

healthier for the animal and 

the environment as well as less 

smelly for you.   

 

Exercise and mental 

stimulation is important, as is 

the addition of a small amount 

of fresh fruits and veggies.  All 

rodents require something to 

chew on to keep their teeth 

trimmed, so make sure to 

provide something safe and 

wooden so they don’t have to 

chew on their cage.   

You also need to be aware 

that small animals can catch 

colds from 

people, so 

keep clear if 

you are feeling 

unwell.  Should 

your small 

animal start sneezing or start 

acting differently than normal, 

be sure to respond to the 

problem right away.  With 

small animals, dehydration 

and sickness can be fatal in as 

short as 24-48 hours if left 

untreated.  Make certain that 

the pet store you buy your 

small animal from is both 

knowledgeable about 

common small animal illnesses, 

as well as carries a number of 

over-the-counter remedies for 

most situations. 

 

Choosing the appropriate 

small animal for your family 

can provide children with 

companions

hip and a 

sense of 

responsibility.  

As long as 

you give 

them the 

necessary 

amount of 

attention, enough exercise, a 

clean environment and 

healthy food, they will reward 

you with lots of love in a small 

package. 

 

Visit us at 2211 Queen Street 

East in the Beach area of 

Toronto to see our selection of 

hamsters, rats and guinea pigs 

as well as all the supplies.  Feel 

free to call 

(647) 436-

2529 with 

any 

questions! 


