Rabbit Case Study

Pet’s name:



Molly, Dwarf Lop, 5 months old and female

Hormonal Status:


Entire

Age obtained:



8 weeks

Current environment: 


Free access around home

Previous Environment:

Rabbit hutch

Diet:




Rabbit mix, small quantities of hay, fruit treats

PRESENTING SIGNS

Chewing and digging into the corners of the carpets and the sofa, and stamping her feet if the owners tried to distract her. The problems had only recently started occurring and the owner had tried punishing Molly with no effect. This was her first indoor dwelling rabbit. 

DIFFERENTIALS

A physical examination prior to our consultation had ruled out any causes of pain. As the environment was quite stable and the owners were only using their voice as punishment, it was unlikely that this problem was motivated by anxiety.

DIAGNOSIS

The onset of Molly’s problem behaviours had coincided with her reaching adolescence and she was displaying normal rabbit behaviour in an inappropriate context.

Predisposing Factors: Female rabbits select and defend burrows and are often seen digging and burrowing into areas of the home as well as garden. Rabbits also spend a large portion of their time out of the burrow grazing.

Initiating Factors: Bringing a rabbit into the home with very little access to appropriate means of displaying grazing and digging behaviour caused Molly to direct this behaviour towards inappropriate substrates.  As prey animals, rabbits are alert to a threat at all times and they stamp their feet to signal a risk or danger to other members of the group. Seen in a domestic context, it can be assumed that Molly perceives her owners reprimands as threatening and responds accordingly.

Maintenance Factors: Frequent reinforcement of the behaviour with access to inappropriate substrates and reprimands within the home and garden. 

GOALS

The owner was very keen for the digging behaviour to stop causing damage to her furnishings as she was in rented accommodation. She was also keen to understand more about rabbits, having not kept one before.

TREATMENT PROGRAMME

The aim of the treatment programme was to adapt Molly’s environment to reduce the need to dig and perform inappropriate exploratory behaviour. 

· I outlined rabbit ethology to Molly’s owner so that she understood why Molly was performing the problematic behaviours. We also discussed why she should avoid the use of punishment as a means of correcting Molly’s behaviour.

· We decided that the treatment would be more successful if Molly could come into the home for shorter periods of time initially. At this stage, her time would be totally consumed with enrichment. I suggested that the owner introduce rabbit toys into this environment and provide high quantities of hay, small amounts of freshly picked grass, dandelion, and small amounts of vegetable as an outlet for exploratory and grazing behaviour. This diet change was also imperative for a healthy digestive system as it increased the amount of fibre.

· With time, the owner was advised to increase the amount of time that Molly had in the home whilst decreasing the supervision. 

· We discussed the possibilities of providing an appropriate substrate for Molly to dig so that she had an appropriate outlet for this behaviour.

· I suggested that the owners consider having her neutered to reduce her desire to dig. They agreed to speak to their vet.

FOLLOW UP

I contacted the owner three weeks after our consultation by telephone

OUTCOME

Molly was progressing well and her destructive behaviours had greatly reduced. 

