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Ferret Care 

 
 
Ferrets (Mustela putorious furo) are fun, friendly animals that when well-cared for will live for 
6-10 years. They are domesticated descendants of the European polecat (Mustela putorious 
putorious), originally domesticated for hunting uses. They are members of family Mustelidae, 
shared with weasels, otters, badgers, and other relatives. Male ferrets are called jobs, females 
are called jills, and babies are called kits. 
 
Most pet ferrets available are farm-raised: They are spayed or neutered as well as descented 
(anal musk gland removal) before being sold at the pet store to reduce their odour and improve 
their personalities. Ferrets are intelligent, curious, and energetic, requiring daily play time and 
interaction with their owners. They may develop close bonds with their owners or other ferrets. 
 

1. Feeding your pet ferret 
 

Ferrets are carnivores and require access to fresh food and water at all times, and will often 
choose to eat 9-10 small meals throughout the day. To ensure that your ferret receives 
complete and balanced nutrition, we recommend a commercial diet formulated for ferrets. This 
ensures that they have optimal levels of protein, fat, vitamins, and minerals. We recommend 
searching for a ferret-specific diet with a crude protein content of 30-35% and cat content of 
15-20% (dry matter basis). Please consult with our staff for specific brand recommendations. 
 
We do not recommend feeding a raw meat diet to ferrets for several reasons. First, ferrets are 
not immune to food poisoning or parasite transmission that can occur from being fed 
improperly handled raw meat. Second, most commercially available meat does not match the 
nutrition provided by their varied wild diet. The diet of the wild polecats includes eating whole 
prey such as small rodents, amphibians, game birds, and sometimes rabbits, insects, and 
snakes. It is nearly impossible to replicate this diet for pet ferrets, so commercial diets that have 
been specially formulated and tested for complete ferret nutrition are a much safer option to 
avoid nutritional deficiencies. 
 
Please avoid feeding dairy products, fruits, vegetables, or any other foods high in fiber or 
digestible carbohydrates (including sugar). These foods can contribute to serious digestive 
upset in ferrets. 
 

2. Behaviour, socialization, and handling 
 

Ferrets are quiet but active pets, and well-known for their curious demeanor. They may spend 
up to 18 hours a day sleeping but require at least 2-4 hours of active play daily. Ferrets tend to 
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be most active at dawn and dusk. When ferrets are excited and try to incite play, they will often 
hop and bounce around vigorously. This is colloquially called the “weasel war dance,” and 
means that your ferret is happy and playful. Ferrets enjoy chasing bouncy balls and chewing on 
squeaky toys, but they should never be allowed to do so unsupervised as they can chew 
destructively and these objects present choking or digestive blockage hazards. 
 
Because of their tendency to explore and get stuck in tight spaces, they require constant 
supervision when allowed out in a ferret-proofed room outside of their cage. They are very 
flexible animals, so any opening larger than 2.5 cm (1 inch) should be sealed with wire mesh 
(ferrets will easily remove tape). This includes ventilation openings, underneath appliances or 
furniture, or any other openings where the ferret may explore and get trapped. When allowed 
to exercise outside the cage,  
 
Ferrets tend to be docile animals, and can be gently held by supporting the whole body. When 
retrieving a ferret from underneath a blanket or towel, they may be startled and bite. To avoid 
this, gently remove the towel and allow the ferret to adjust to the room light before picking him 
or her up. Excited ferrets may nip- to discourage this behaviour, immediately place them back 
in the enclosure so that the ferret learns that nipping is not acceptable. Do not punish the ferret 
physically as this will only incite fear. 
 
 

3. Housing  
 

Ferrets require a secure cage for when they are unsupervised. There are many suitable ferret 
cages available commercially. We recommend a cage with a locking door, shelves to create 
multiple levels for exploring and exercise, open wire walls for ventilation, and a solid plastic 
floor. Provide towels, blankets, or ferret tunnels and hammocks for sleeping and exploring. 
Ferrets naturally like to tunnel, and these items will help to satisfy this instinct. Regularly check 
these items for tattered or frayed edges, as ferrets may ingest the fibres causing a digestive 
blockage, or even suffer strangulation by getting stuck in torn fabric. 
 
Ferrets may be litter trained, although they will often defecate and urinate in all corners of the 
cage to mark their territory. We recommend recycled newspaper pellets to use as a litter; pine 
or cedar shavings release aromatic oils that are irritating or even toxic. We do not recommend 
clay or clumping litter, as ferrets may eat this and suffer from a digestive tract blockage. 
 
The cage should be kept in a quiet part of the home at a comfortable room temperature (18-24 
°C). Ferrets are very sensitive to heat stress as they lack sweat glands and cannot easily cool 
themselves down. Heat stress is an emergency and requires immediate veterinary attention. 
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4. Health 
 

Ferrets are a relatively stoic species, and there are a few health problems that are somewhat 
common. Learning to recognize signs of illness early is the key to treatment: The longer a 
disease goes untreated, typically more invasive or expensive the treatment. 
 
Dental care for ferrets is important but often neglected. We recommend using enzymatic 
toothpaste (intended for dogs and cats) several times weekly. Many ferrets will still need a 
professional dental cleaning under anesthesia as they age. 
 
Ferret stools should be round and semi-firm. Loose stool, mucous or blood in the stool, or 
discoloured stool are all signs of illness and warrant an exam with the veterinarian. 
 
Hair loss (alopecia) is a common sign of many diseases. Metabolic, endocrine (hormonal), or 
even nutritional disease may contribute to hair loss. The doctor will perform a full examination 
and bloodwork is often recommended to determine the nature of the hair loss. 
 
Ferrets are well-known for eating odd objects, and gastrointestinal foreign bodies are a 
common reason for presentation. Regularly inspect toys and cage furnishings for chewing 
damage, and remove or replace objects that are damaged. Unfortunately, surgery is typically 
required to retrieve these objects as fatal impactions frequently occur. Prevention is better! 


