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There is a growing interest in exotic pets worldwide. 
One of them is the African Pygmy Hedgehog (Atelerix 
albiventris). Hedgehogs are member of the order 
Eulipotyphla, nocturnal, solitary animals (19). The 
majority of the scientific and clinical-based knowledge 
about hedgehogs and their diseases come from North 
America (2, 4, 7, 8, 15, 17) and Asia (13, 14, 16) but 
there are also European reports (9, 11). In the last two 
decades, the number of scientific papers about diseases 
in pet hedgehogs increased. Neoplasms and Wobbly 
Hedgehog Syndrome (WHS) seem to be frequently 
reported causes of death (2, 4, 7-9, 11-13, 16). WHS 
and neoplasms of the central nervous system are hard 
to diagnose in living animals, which makes diagnostic 
procedures harder. However, other diseases involving 
respiratory, digestive and cardiac systems were also 
reported (2, 4, 7, 9, 11, 16, 17).

The main goal of the review was to summarize 
current knowledge, which is not comprehensive, see 
if there are any predisposing factors that can be elimi-
nated to increase the lifespan of the hedgehogs and 
propose possible diagnostic procedures.

Neoplasms and WHS with a prevalence (in the USA) 
of 29% to 51.5% (8) and 10% (7), respectively, are 
the main reported causes of death in pet hedgehogs. 

WHS is a neurologic, incurable, progressive disease 
of the African Pygmy Hedgehog. A similar, if not the 
same disease was reported in European Hedgehog 
(Erinaceus europaeus). Those hedgehogs also had le-
sions in central nervous system: demyelination in the 
brain and spinal cord, but there was also an inflamma-
tory response in meninges, which was absent in hedge-
hogs with WHS (15). So far WHS can be diagnosed 
only by post-mortem examination of samples from 
central nervous system (CNS). Neoplasms of CNS 
with a  prevalence of 1.6% (12) were reported with 
clinical symptoms very similar to those occurring in 
WHS (2, 4, 9, 11-13). In patients with both WHS and 
CNS neoplasms diagnosed by post-mortem examina-
tion, the symptoms included ataxia, hindlimb paresis, 
falling to one side paralysis, seizures with dysphagia 
in late stages of the disease. Moreover, the average age 
of animals in both cases was similar: 2.5 to 3.5 years. 
Both CNS neoplasms and WHS showed tendencies to 
occur in family lines, which may suggests inherited 
factor linked with the disease (7, 16).

The primary histologic lesions of hedgehogs with 
WHS were status spongiosus of the white matter of 
the cerebrum, cerebellum and brain stem, myelin loss 
and degeneration (2, 7), and as reported in European 
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Hedgehogs: axonal loss, astrocytosis and microgliosis 
(15). Lesions were bilateral and symmetrical (2, 7). 
Similar, but smaller lesions of vacuolization of the 
white matter were also found in two asymptomatic 
hedgehogs (2). There were many concomitant diseases 
found during necropsies. One of the most frequent was 
mild to severe hepatic lipidosis. Nephritis, polycystic 
kidney disease and obesity were also reported (2, 7, 
11, 12, 16, 17). Animals which had their blood tested, 
had higher alanine aminotransaminase, aspartate 
aminotransferase, total bilirubin and albumin values 
compared with references, which may suggest inap-
propriate diet and liver dysfunctions (16). Hedgehogs 
in captivity are often fed with mealworms (larvae of 
Tenebrio molitor) and dry cat food, both of which 
have much more fat and protein content than is recom-
mended for hedgehogs (1, 3). Dry cat food may also be 
too hard to chew for a hedgehog, and may be irritat-
ing for its gingiva. This may lead to severe gingivitis 
and mucosal overgrowth. Intake of food containing 

excessive amounts of fat and protein 
may lead to hepatic lipidosis and renal 
failure.

Both renal and hepatic dysfunctions 
may lead to changes in various organs, 
including the central nervous system 
(5). Some authors state that ischemia 
(which also may be caused by hepatic 
vasculopathy and cardiomyopathy) 
may be a  cause of vacuolizations in 
CNS (5).

Renal failure can also be connected 
with cardiac problems. Cardiomyopathy 

is likewise a frequent finding in hedgehogs (17).
Moreover, in one mentioned study, a  group of 

hedgehogs kept on wood shavings showed an increased 
number of pulmonary disorders, which may suggest an 
influence of wood dust on the respiratory tract. Wood 
shavings were also reported as a foreign body in the 
stomach that led to the death of two hedgehogs (16). 
Those examples show that shaved wood may not be 
a proper litter for hedgehogs and other small mammals.

An increasing number of hedgehog patients may 
be challenging for exotic pet veterinarians. Many 
health issues seem to be linked with each other and the 
symptoms may overlap in different diseases. Housing 
requirements like bedding type, available toys and 
even type of food for hedgehogs may differ depending 
on the source of information (3, 18). Incorrect hous-
ing may be a predisposing factor for many diseases. 
Many pathological findings may also depend on hous-
ing standards. Hedgehogs as pets are usually fed with 
dry cat food or mealworms, which may not meet their 

Tab. 1. The hematologic and serum bioche-
mical values of hedgehogs

PCV (%) 22-64

RBC (106/mL) 3-16

Hb (g/dL) 7.0-21.1

MCV (fL) 41-94

MCH (pg) 11-31

MCHC (g/dL) 17-48

Platelets (103/mL) 60-347

WBC (103/mL) 3-43

Alkaline phosphatase (IU/L) 8-42

ALT (IU/L) 16-134

Amylase (IU/L) 244-858

AST (IU/L) 8-137

Bilirubin, total (mg/dL) 0.0-1.3

BUN (mg/dL) 13-54

Cholesterol (mg/dL) 86-189

Creatinine (mg/dL) 0.0-0.8

Phosphorus (mg/dL) 2.4-12

Protein, total (g/dL) 4.0-7.7

Albumin (g/dL) 1.8-4.2

Fig. 1. African Pygmy Hedgehog with advanced neurological signs affecting 
four limbs (fot. J. Ruszkowski)

Fig. 2. Hedgehogs with neurological diseases may need assisted feeding to reach 
the pray easier (Fot. K. Wawoczna)
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nutritional requirements, due to a  high amount of 
protein and fat (1). Nowadays, with different types of 
commercial hedgehog food and availability of insects 
bred for food a better diet containing less protein and 
fat is recommended by clinicians (3). Wild hedgehogs 
eat a variety of insects, invertebrates, small mammals 
and plants, which make their diet much more diverse 
(3). Feeding supplements to insects given to hedgehogs 
may help to keep minerals and vitamins at a proper 
level (10). Correct, absorptive and dust-free bedding 
is also crucial for health of respiratory tract. Improper 
housing and diet may lead to the most common health 
problems in hedgehogs. Hepatic lipidosis, as well as 
renal and cardiac failure, may be the result of all those 
factors as well as may be linked with each other, mak-
ing proper housing a very important means of disease 
prevention in pet hedgehogs. Those diseases may also 
be factors predisposing to neoplasms or WHS. Because 
of the nature of hedgehogs and their ability to hide 
symptoms during stressful situations like a  visit to 
a veterinary clinic, it is important to perform a proper 
anamnesis. Some hedgehog patients have to be sedated 
to perform a clinical examination, which makes it not 
possible to see some symptoms. The owner should be 
asked in detail about hedgehog’s housing, diet, any 
abnormalities in eating, moving, breathing or behavior. 
A correct clinical examination and blood collection for 
a check-up may be helpful in early diagnostics of the 
diseases. In clinical examination attention should be 
paid to palpation of the abdominal cavity in search for 
abnormalities in kidneys and tumors. The oral cavity 
should also be examined and checked for pathological 
changes, including masses growing on a palate and 
gingivas or dental problems. Ataxia, lack of appetite, 
weight loss and uncoordinated movements should be 
alarming for the veterinarian and further diagnostics 
should be performed. Performing blood tests (Tab. 1) 
and ultrasound examination should be advised to an 
owner on a check-up appointment. Kidneys and liver 
are organs that should be checked precisely, as some 
renal and hepatic dysfunctions were frequently found.

The knowledge about diseases in hedgehogs is still 
developing. Many diseases are still underdiagnosed, 
so establishing diagnostic protocols for pet hedgehogs 
is very important. Early diagnosed diseases are much 
easier to treat or monitor. It is also very important to 
provide to a hedgehog a healthy diet and proper en-
vironment.
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