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FEATURE
TECHNICAL: MOUSE AND RAT BEHAVIOUR

I t is all too easy to just pass rodents off as 
mindless vermin: automaton which do nothing 

more complicated than react to stimulus in a 
predictable way. But anyone who has spent more 
than a passing moment watching rats and mice 
knows that this could not be further from the truth.

We are going to start 2022 with a look into 
what it is that makes rodents tick, and how you 
might be able to use that information to increase 
the efficacy of your programmes.

HOW TO BUILD A RODENT IN 
FOUR SIMPLE STEPS (AND HOW 
TO MAKE THEIR STRENGTHS 
OUR ADVANTAGES)
Teeth
To start, we should really look at the feature 
which gives rodents their name. The shape and 
distribution of their teeth. The most striking feature 
is, of course, the large orange incisors at the front 
of the mouth.

They are formed from a layer of super hard 
enamel resting on a bed of softer dentin. This 
layering effect means that the sharp hard edge 
of the enamel is supported by the more elastic 
dentin behind creating a cutting tool which is 
self-repairing as well as self-sharpening. Not only 
that but these materials and design have created 
teeth capable of chewing through all but the most 
stalwart of building and storage materials. 

Moreover, these teeth are continually growing, 
meaning that given sufficient time and inclination 
there is almost nothing that a rodent could not one 
day chew its way into. This propensity to chew 
on almost everything in their environment is the 
reason that rodents are named as they are, with 
the Latin word rodere quite literally meaning ‘to 
gnaw’. 

Of course, chewing a lot of inedible and 
indigestible material presents somewhat of a 

challenge for a rodent’s 
digestive tract and as such 
there is another feature 
of rodent dentition which 
compensates for this 
insatiable desire to gnaw.

The diastema is the large 
gap between the incisors 

and the molars where you would expect to find 
the second incisors, canines and premolars in 
other mammals. This gap provides a buffer zone 
in which rodents can evaluate whether what 
they have just eaten if in fact worth the effort of 
swallowing and subsequently digesting.

If a material is deemed unworthy of 
consumption it is simply spat out and discarded 
– great news for the rat as it saves the trouble 
and biological costs involved with attempting to 
digest wood pulp or masonry, terrible news for a 
pest manager whose choice in bait was so wildly 
unpalatable the rat deemed it to be more effort 
than not to continue to consume it.

This behaviour of continual gnawing and 
selective consumption can be used to our 
advantage in several key ways. Gnaw marks are 
an excellent indictor of rodent activity. The size, 
frequency and abundance of gnaw marks can be 
used to establish species, infestation age and size. 

Secondly, it teaches us that rodents are 
discerning in their choice in food, and that top 
quality components in your formulation are as 
important (if not more so in some cases) than your 
choice in active material.

A superb sense of touch
The fur of rodents is unlike anything we as humans 
possess or can imagine. Our own fur is largely 
for decoration and identification, for a rodent it 
forms a complex web of sensory inputs as well 
as providing much needed protection from the 
elements. 

If you have ever taken the time to really look 
at the muzzle and the coat of a rat you will notice 
some incredibly unique traits. To begin with, the 
fur on their coat is not all of a uniform length. 
The topcoat is made from three distinct types of 
hair collectively called guard hairs, these hairs 

come in three lengths and not only provide 
environmental protection to the softer insulative 
undercoat but also provide a high degree of 
tactile sensitivity. 

Additionally, the hairs which make the 
whisker of a rat are not a random scattering 
of protuberances, but a highly ordered and 
complicated arrangement of stiff hairs collectively 
known as the vibrissae system. 

While both of these tactile senses feed back 
into the rodents’ exceptional sense of touch, it 
is this vibrissae system that can provide such 
a tantalising sensitivity that rodents can easily 
determine the slightest changes in the texture 
of surfaces as well as sudden changes in air 
pressure. 

This preternatural sense has led to rodents 
exhibiting a behavioural response known 

Sugar and spice and all 
things mice (and rats too)
Winter is a time of year which usually sees rodents coming in from the 
wilderness and pushing at the peripheries of the areas we are looking to 
protect. Alex Wade analyses what drives their behaviour
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  The diastema is the large 
gap between the incisors and 
the molars
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