Nutritional Requirements
for Guinea Pigs:
Calcium and Vitamin C
Providing guinea pigs with the correct diet is an essential part of keeping these fun, loving
creatures happy and healthy. Two extremely important nutrients that play a vital role in
maintaining the health of guinea pigs are calcium and vitamin C.

Calcium
Guinea pigs obtain calcium through their food, therefore it is essential to provide them with a
diet containing this mineral However, their uptake of calcium is not well regulated by their
hormone cycle so it is equally important not to give them food that is too high in calcium.5 Many
dark green vegetables contain high amounts of calcium and should be avoided, or given only in
small amounts and in moderation.1
A very common reason guinea pigs present to the veterinarian is due to urinary stones. This is a
common complication of excessive calcium in the diet.4 Urinary stones can be quite painful and
may even require surgery if they become too large.1
On the other hand, diets deficient in calcium have been found to increase the risk of guinea pigs
developing fibrous osteodystrophy.5,6 Animals with this condition can clinical problems due to
poor bone quality, such as fractures and lameness.2,5

Vitamin C
Similarly to humans, guinea pigs cannot make their own vitamin C so they require uptake of this
nutrient through their food.
It is vital to ensure that pelleted diets bought from the store are marketed specifically for guinea
pigs and contain vitamin C.5 It is also important to pay close attention to the packaged date and
to replace old pellets with new ones about every six months because the vitamin C will break
down over time.1
In addition to commercially marketed guinea pig pellets, supplement the diet with certain
vegetables high in vitamin C. Roots vegetables, such as carrots, and leafy greens, like kale, are
excellent options for not only adding vitamin C to the diet, but they also function as
environmental enrichment for the guinea pig.5,8
Liquid vitamin C supplements that are meant to be added to a guinea pig’s drinking water are
commercially available, but they are generally not recommended. This is due to the fact
that guinea pigs are known to be finicky and they may not drink the water once the supplement is
added because of the change in taste.6
Vitamin C deficiency, also known as hypovitaminosis C or scurvy, affects the body's
connective tissue, resulting in a variety of clinical signs, such as a rough coat, refusal to eat,
signs of pain or reluctance to walk, swollen joints or feet, diarrhea, as well as sores or ulcers on
their skin and/or gums.1,3 Hypovitaminosis C also affects the immune system which makes
deficient guinea pigs more prone to developing other diseases, such as bacterial pneumonia and
skin infections.3,8
Of course, too much of a good thing can also be harmful. So it is important not to give too much
vitamin C to a guinea pig as studies have shown this can exacerbate osteoarthritis. 7

Also note that when changing a guinea
pigs diet, do so slowly and gradually as
these animals are known for
developing food versions.8 And
remember, it is never too late to
improve a guinea pigs diet!
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