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Crime and Punishment:
Thereward of attention

Article by Chloe Long

As degu owners, we all know what antics they getoyand the trouble they get themselves in. Gngwlhthe
wooden furniture they can reach, chewing the botbthe door to try and get out, seemingly climbupga
vertical wall to reach a plant they shouldn't benea.. you know how it goes. What can we do abditstit
possible to punish your degu? How can we use negegivard without causing pain?

Most people resort to a very human punishment-timguShouting works well between humans, usudiéy t
tone of voice shocks the person and the words weosimunicate our feelings to make the other pefiesein
bad. The combination of shock and bad feelinghén'd¢riminal’ results in negative reward- the perfeels
punished and therefore less likely to re-offend.

Wild degus don't get punished. At least, not bylthman method, unless it's an angry Chilean fasheuting

at the mob of degus who have just munched theirttmapugh his potatoes (ouch!). We have to remerttizdr
degusaren't humanalthough we can relate to some of their behagiamd personality it doesn't mean they can
completely relate to ours. Degus don't view shauéia a punishment, they don't necessarily relatéotid

voice with something they have done wrong. In fdegus are more likely to see shouting asveardfor their
action. Although the loudness of your voice maycéhyour degu at first, repeated shouting quicklgdmes
habitual to your degu and they don't react tanstéad, they associate your shouting at them atiémtion from
you a positive reward. So, your degu will in factrbere likelyto repeat the very action that you want them to
stop when you shout at them.

So, how can you punish your degu? Once again, gwa to get inside their mind. To a degu, punishrient
something negative that happens to them, a disptpagperience. In the wild, examples of such negat
experiences may be eating something distastefinighmtten by another degu, being chased off byttaro
degu, being chased by a predator, being isolated fhe group or being injured. As punishments weuse,
most of these must be ruled out; being bitten pttear degu, for obvious reasons; being chasedprgdator,
we don't want our degu to associate us with a poedaeing chased by another degu, it may conflse t
degu/predator situation; being injured, we don'htta cause harm to the degu. This leaves socikdtisn and
distastefulness. Firstly, the action by which ydagu is 'being naughty' must be determined; fongta door-
chewing. In this case, we can also determine thsecaf the degu's behaviour. Degus chew wood bedgiss
natural to them; in the wild they eat wood andeiipls wear their teeth. It also tastes nice to themwe have to
make it taste unfavourable. This can be achievediblying some non-toxic substance that is distalstef
degus onto areas we don't want to be chewed. Silstasices include vinegar and pepper. That shauld b
enough of a negative reward to serve as punishfoettie degu, so they now associate chewing thaicpkar
thing with punishment. If this is not enough, hoeewve can resort to the second method of isolafibis
should involve immediate action when the degu immitting an 'offence’, by which you should give anard
only (for example "bad" or "no") in a firm voice thbut shouting, whilst picking up the degu and glyic
putting the offender into it's cage, closing iteldage should be positioned in such a way thatffeaeder can
observe you and the other degu(s) playing, butaarontact them directly. You should now compleigiyore
the offender, but make a point of playing with tibker degu(s). After 5 minutes or so of isolatiany( longer
than this can have welfare implications), remowedffender and put them back into the group, tteenicue
play as normal. If you proceed to do this everyetiam 'offence’ is committed, using the same wocth &ane,
your degu will quickly learn to associate not otiigt particular action with punishment, but alsat tvord. In
future, not only will they be less inclined to réfemd, but use of the 'punishment word' alone gallise them to
think twice before climbing up the curtains!



These methods are by no means degu-proof, buaanadre likely to work than any other, more human
response. By all means give it a go before you s&aring your hair out, but remember that punistins@ould
only be used in the mildest sense of the word,theck is a fine line between discipline and crudMgase use

your best judgement and don't be too hard on tthe ¢juys, you can never be sure of the limit &irth
understanding.



