
L I V I N G  W I T H  W I L D L I F E

VIRGINIA OPOSSUMS
IN MASSACHUSETTS

Virginia opossums are found throughout Massachusetts, 
except on Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket. They are the 
only marsupial found in the United States. Marsupials are 
mammals that use a pouch to carry their young. 

D E S C R I P T I O N

The Virginia opossum is an agile climber and good 
swimmer. Adult males weigh 4–11 pounds, females 
weigh 2–5 pounds, and opossum measure approximately 
2–3 feet in length, including a long hairless tail. It uses 
its prehensile (grasping) tail to stabilize itself as it walks 
along tree branches. The hind feet have an opposable big 
toe that functions much like a human thumb. Opossums 
are an overall grizzled white color with a pink nose, large 
black hairless ears with pink tips, and short dark legs. 
They have 50 teeth, more than any other land mammal 
on this continent, which they may bare when threatened. 
Opossums have the smallest brain to weight ratio of 
any North American mammal; regardless, they are an 
incredibly adaptable species that has been able to thrive 
in North America. 

F O O D ,  H A B I T S ,  A N D  H A B I TAT S

Their primary foods include eggs, grains, nuts, fruit, birds, 
snakes, frogs, mice, and carrion (dead animals). Opossums 
will also take advantage of human associated foods, such 
as garbage, pet food, bird seed, corn, and sometimes 
poultry. Because they eat many road-killed animals, 
they often become road kill themselves. Opossums are 
also preyed upon by owls (especially great horned owls; 
opossum are too large for most others), raptors, bobcats, 
coyotes, and unsupervised dogs. 

Opossums can be found in open woods and farmlands 
next to water, as well as suburban and urban areas. They 
are mostly nocturnal but are sometimes seen in daylight, 
especially when food is scarce. Opossums are nomadic and 
tend to not den in the same area for consecutive nights. 
They den in abandoned burrows, tree cavities, hollow 
logs, and brush piles. They remain active year round and 
do not hibernate. Massachusetts is near the northern end 
of the opossum’s geographic range and as a result they 
can have difficulty dealing with the cold temperatures 
experienced here. For this reason, opossums often use 
homes, sheds, garages, and other buildings as refuges 
from the cold. It is also not uncommon to see the signs 
of frostbite on an opossum’s furless ears, nose, and tail. 



L I F E  H I S T O RY
Opossums are solitary animals except when coming together to mate or when females have young. Opossums 
breed from January to July. After about 2 weeks, they give birth to a litter of 1–13 kits (mean litter size in 
Massachusetts is 10.2). Kits are born blind and hairless without well-developed rear limbs. Immediately after 
birth, young crawl into their mother’s pouch and nurse for 8 weeks. Young will then ride on their mother’s back 
for 4 weeks and will become fully independent at 12 weeks. Opossums become sexually mature at 8–12 months 
of age and typically have 1 litter per year.
They are known for “playing possum” when threatened, falling over and pretending to be dead for up to 
several hours. When opossums are threatened, they will growl, hiss, and bare their teeth or climb a nearby 
tree to escape. If they are unable to escape, the opossum will play dead. 

T I P S  F O R  R E S I D E N T S
While opossums may look strange or scary to some people, 
opossums are harmless and very rarely present any threat to human 
health and safety. It is extremely rare for opossums to contract 
rabies; it is thought that their low body temperature presents an 
inhospitable environment in which the virus cannot thrive.

If you want to make your property less attractive to opossums, 
follow these basic practices. Remember, share these tips with 
your neighbors; your efforts will be futile if neighbors provide food 
or shelter for opossums. 

Keep bird feeder areas clean: Use feeders designed to keep seed 
off the ground. Remove feeders if opossums or other wildlife are 
regularly seen around your yard.

Secure your garbage: Exposed garbage and open compost piles 
can attract opossums to your property. Secure garbage with tight 
fitting lids and put garbage out the morning of pick up, instead of 
the night before.

Protect pets and poultry: Poultry should be kept in tightly secured buildings or hutches that prevent access by 
opossums and other wildlife. If cornered, opossums may attack dogs and cats. For the safety of your pets, keep 
them leashed at all times and feed pets indoors.

Prevent access to your home: Opossums may use chimneys, attics, and spaces under houses, porches and sheds 
as denning sites. Close off these areas to prevent animals from using them. Since opossums are good climbers, 
remove overhanging branches near your home and cap your chimney.

Opossums are an important and valuable natural resource in Massachusetts. They are classified as a furbearer 
species, for which a management program and regulated hunting and trapping seasons have been established.

IF YOU ARE EXPERIENCING PROBLEMS WITH VIRGINIA OPOSSUM OR HAVE 
QUESTIONS, VISIT MASS.GOV/MASSWILDLIFE OR CONTACT YOUR NEAREST 
MASSWILDLIFE OFFICE:

Central Wildlife District, West Boylston: (508) 835-3607 
Connecticut Valley Wildlife District, Belchertown: (413) 323-7632 
Northeast Wildlife District, Ayer: (978) 772-2145 
Southeast Wildlife District, Bourne: (508) 759-3406 
Western Wildlife District, Dalton: (413) 684-1646 
Field Headquarters, Westborough: (508) 389-6300
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