
Do boys or girls make better pets? 
 

So you’ve made the decision to get rats as companions – congratulations! Rats can be wonderful 
companions; highly entertaining and closely bonded to each other and their human counterparts. As I’m 
sure you already know, rats are extremely social and MUST be kept in at least pairs of two of the same-
sex. But now you need to decide if you want boys (bucks) or girls (does). There are some differences 
between the two, but remember: like people, rats’ individual personalities can (and do) vary; so there is 
always the one who breaks the ‘rules’ and refuses to follow the stereotype! 
 
Personalities 

Mature male rats (bucks) tend to be more docile than females. I call mature boys “potato rats” 
since they are usually perfectly content to sit in your arms like a furry potato and get cuddles and 
scratches, usually boggling away while happily munching on treats. Females on the other hand are 
typically much more active and would rather play and explore than sit still and cuddle. 
 
Physical 

Bucks are generally larger than does when mature. While adult females may top out around 1lb, 
big males can be closer to 2lbs, sometimes more! The obvious difference that people notice between the 
two is the rather large testicles the boys have. For some people this is a deal breaker, since they don’t like 
the idea of them being dragged over every surface the rat walks on, including people! Males tend to be 
bulkier in body, with larger, heavier heads and broader shoulders. Females are more 'petite' with a leaner, 
more streamlined body shape. Males also tend to have coarser coats, and they can produce sebum or 
'buck grease' which is an orange, dandruff-like film on their backs caused by a surge in hormones. Males 
tend to have a more musky smell than females, though I personally wouldn't call it a drastic difference. 
 
Behavioral 

While all rats scent mark (urine), males tend to do it more than females. Scent marking is 
controlled by hormones, so sterilized males will mark less, some will stop completely. Females mark in 
conjunction with ovulation (which happens approximately every 5 days) while males mark any time though 
certain factors can cause an increase. Proximity to a female in heat, other new rats nearby, and a change 
in environment can cause an increase in marking. Rats can be somewhat litter trained, though it’s 
important to remember that they do have small bladders, so they are unable to hold their urine for 
extended periods of time. Because scent-marking is a hormonal response, even the best litter trained rat 
may still do it!  
 
Social 

All rats are social, and need other rats to live with. Males tend to form closer bonds with their rat 
companions, particularly sibling companions, and it can be more difficult to introduce new adult males to 
each other than adult females. Both sexes are typically fairly tolerant and welcoming of babies however.  
 
Medical 

Overall health and the practice of only breeding healthy rats is very important. There are a few sex-
based medical issues to keep in mind however. For male rats, the three main concerns are kidney 
degeneration, testicular tumors, and penis plugs, both of which become more common with age. Kidney 



degeneration is a gradual decline in kidney function that tends to show with age. It can cause hind leg 
weakness, as well as hair and weight loss. More information here. Testicular tumors, cancerous or benign, 
are not uncommon in older males; however it is uncommon for cancer to spread to other parts of the body. 
This is great news for us, because it means that early diagnosed testicular cancer in rats can often be 
eradicated by neuter surgery. Penis plugs are a hygiene issue found in older or overweight male rats that 
are unable to properly clean themselves. Basically they are not cleaning their boy bits completely, so they 
are getting a bit of funk built up that needs to be cleaned out. I’ll spare the details here, but leave you this 
helpful link (caution – pics!) . 
Female rats can also have their share of sex-based issues, primarily mammary tumors and pyometra. 
Mammary tumors are fairly common in rats; they can occur in either sex and at any age, however older 
females are more likely to develop them. They are often benign, though they can grow quite large and 
restrict movement and mobility, preventing the rat from properly grooming themselves or even eating; they 
may continue to grow until they ulcerate which is very painful and opens the rat up to infections. The best 
course of action when you notice a tumor beginning to grow is to take your rat to the vet. Removal of all or 
even just part of the tumor can provide much relief, and drastically improve the quality of life of your rat. 
Spaying (or neutering) may decrease the growth rate of these tumors. Pyometra is a potentially deadly 
condition in unaltered females; the uterine lining becomes abnormal causing the uterus to fill with puss 
and become an abscess. Deadly if left untreated, and still very dangerous with treatment; immediate 
emergency spay surgery is necessary. Symptoms, details, and photos here. 
 

Now that you have an idea of the differences between boys and girls, you are hopefully better 
equipped to make the tough decision! For most people it ultimately comes down to preference; there is no 
one “right” answer. Breeders and rat owners alike tend to be more than willing to discuss their preferences 
and personal pros and cons. No matter which sex you choose, rats make excellent companions and you 
are sure to enjoy their cuddles and antics! 

http://ratguide.com/health/urinary_renal/chronic_progressive_nephropathy.php
http://www.ratballs.com/RatTails/Tails095.html
http://ratguide.com/health/reproductive/pyometra.php
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