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Rat Bites:  
What are the Potential Consequence and 

What Can Be Done to Mitigate the 
Damage? 

 

Bacterial Species 

Number 
of 

Isolates 
Acinetobacter sp.  1 
Aerococcus viridans 1 
Bacillus sp. 2 
Clostridium sordellii 1 
Corynebacterium kutscheri 2 
E. coli (non-hemolytic) 14 
Enterobacter cloacae 1 
Enterococcus fecalis 6 
Enterococcus sp.  1 
Fusobacterium nucleatum 1 
Klebsiella pneumoniae 1 
Pasteurellaceae (novel genus) 3 
Pasteurella pneumotropica 3 
Pasteurella volantium 1 
Staphylococcus aureus 27 
Staphylococcus cohnii 1 
Staphylococcus galinaceous 1 
Staphylococcus sp.  5 
Streptobacillus monilliformis 4 
Streptococcus gallinaceus 2 
Streptococcus sp.  1 
Truperella sp.  1 

 

This document is a summary of the article: Himsworth CG, Zabek E, Tang P, Parsons KL, Koehn M, Jardine CM, Patrick 
DM. Bacteria isolated from conspecific bite wounds in Norway and black rats: Implications for rat bit-associated infections in 

people. Vector Borne and Zoonotic Diseases  
 

 

 
What was the study about?  
 
Bites associated with wild and 
domestic rats can have a variety 
of health consequences in people.  
 
 

Bite-related bacterial infections 
are among the most significant of 
these consequences; however, 
there is little data on the 
infectious agents that can be 
transmitted from rats to people 
through biting.  
 
This is problematic because 
without an accurate 
understanding of rat bite-related 
infection risks, it is difficult for 
health professionals to treat 
these bites properly. 
 
The objectives of this study were 
to increase our knowledge of the 
types of bacteria associated with 
rat bites by studying bite wounds 
that wild rats inflict upon one 
another. We also reviewed the 
literature regarding rat bites and 
bite wound management.  
 
 

 
How was the study 
conducted? 
 
Wild rats were trapped and 
examined for bite wounds in the 
skin. All apparently infected 
wounds (see arrows in figures A 
and B below) underwent 
aerobic and anaerobic bacterial 
culture, and isolated bacteria 
were identified. 
 

 
What did the study find?  
 
A total of 80 bacterial isolates 
were cultured from 40 infected 
bite wounds. Isolates included 
at least 22 different species of 
bacteria (see table at right).  
 
Staphylococcus aureus was the 
most common isolate; however, 
the majority of infections 
(72.5%) were polymicrobial 
(involving more than one 
different species of bacteria).  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is the significance of 
these findings? 
 
Rat bites can result in infection 
with a number of aerobic and 
anaerobic, gram-positive and 
gram-negative bacteria.  
 
These bacteria are part of the 
normal oral flora of rats. For this 
reason, if the offending rat 
appears healthy, there is 
probably not much point in 
testing it for disease. 
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How should rat bites be treated?  
 
The nature of rat bite wounds (deep 
punctures with small openings) 
increases the risk of infection.  
 
Medical care should be sought 
immediately after a rat bite, as 
early intervention is the best 
way to prevent infection.  
 
Medical care should include an 
assessment of wound depth and 
involvement of underlying 
structures, as well as thorough 
cleansing of the wound.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Bacterial cultures are probably not 
that useful unless there is evidence 
of active infection.  
 
There is considerable debate 
regarding the need for 
prophylactic antibiotics (i.e., 
antibiotics to prevent an infection).  
 
Wounds involving underlying 
structures (e.g., bones and joints), 
wounds that have not been treated 
immediately, and wounds in 
individuals with concurrent health 
issues should probably receive 
prophylactic antibiotics.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
If antibiotics are administered, they 
should include coverage for a variety 
of gram-positive and gram-negative, 
aerobic and anaerobic bacteria.  
 
Tetanus shots may be needed in 
individuals with non-current or 
unknown vaccination status, but 
treatment for rabies is probably not 
necessary unless the animal is acting 
very strangely.  
 
See below for our proposed 
treatment algorithm for rat bites.  
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