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VITAL STATISTICS 
With childhood notions of “the big bad wolf” firmly in place, many people believe wolves are 
enormous. In reality, wolves are not nearly as large as they loom in our imaginations. For 
example, the Arabian wolf may weigh only 45 pounds. The average mature gray wolf of North 
America weighs between 75 and 125 pounds. Wolves in mid-latitude Canada and Siberia weigh 
more, some as much as 175 pounds. In general, females weigh 15 to 20 percent less than males.  

The average wolf stands approximately 30 inches at the shoulder and is about five to six feet long 
from the nose to the tip of the tail. Some females are smaller, some males larger. 

Wolves reach adult size quickly and do not grow appreciably after their first year. By the age of 
six months, it is often difficult to tell the juveniles from the adults. This is critical to their 
survival since winter and snow come early to the northern latitudes where most wolves live. 
Traveling with the pack is impossible if the young are not large enough and strong enough to 
keep up.  

“Gray” wolves are actually a blend of colors (gray, white, tan, buff, red), an adaptation that 
provides camouflage in different habitats. A typical “gray” wolf may have a grizzled gray head 
and back, fading to a creamy tan on the belly and legs. Coat colors can, however, range from inky 
black to pure white, a color phase most common in the snowy far north. Brothers and sisters in 
the same litter can vary in color from black to gray to white. 

Nature has provided wolves with highly specialized adaptations that enable them to survive in 
hostile environments under difficult conditions. Their acute hearing and exceptional sense of 
smell (up to 100 times more sensitive than ours) keep wolves well attuned to their surroundings 
and enable them to find food. Although they are quick to perceive movement, wolves do not see 
detail clearly much beyond a distance of 75 feet, leading most biologists to believe wolves rely 
far less on vision than on sound and smell. 

Long legs and masterfully adapted feet give the wolf endurance over long distances and agility in 
challenging terrain. Wolves walk on toes equipped with pads that, although calloused to prevent 
cuts, are soft nonetheless. The toes spread and extend to allow the wolf to grip the surface as it 
scales rocky embankments and climbs over slippery boulders. The claws are blunt and do not 
retract like the claws of mountain lions and other cats.  

The wolf’s huge, flexible foot acts like a shock absorber over long distances and like a snowshoe 
in deep snow. For added mobility in snow, the wolf’s chest is narrow, allowing the animal to 
plow trails through deep snow like the blade of a snowplow. 

Wolves have been clocked at top speeds of 35 to 45 miles per hour when sprinting and can bound 
and leap as far as 16 feet. Even more impressive than their speed and athleticism, however, is 
their stamina. Wolves have been known to travel as far as 120 miles in a single day and to 
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disperse up to 500 miles or more from their natal territory (place of their birth). Pack members 
average 10 to 20 miles a day, depending largely on the availability of food and whether or not 
there are pups to feed. 

The wolf’s fur or “pelage” is made up of two coats. A top layer of guard hairs, some as long as 
five inches, repels rain. “Capes” of guard hairs cover the neck, shoulders and loins to direct rain 
off the coat so it does not penetrate the dense second layer of downy underfur. This second layer 
must stay dry and lofted to retain body heat. This dual coat is so efficient at keeping body heat in 
that snow does not melt on a wolf’s coat.  

Individual wolves have unique and distinct personalities according to people who have raised 
wolves in captivity and researchers who have studied them in the wild. Personalities and 
dominant or submissive tendencies begin to emerge in early puppyhood as the pups engage in 
games and compete for food the adults bring to the den and rendezvous sites.  

Some wolves are assertive and bold; others are timid and shy. Some are playful and sociable; 
some aloof and independent. Some are easy-going and relaxed; others are nervous and high-
strung. Noted wolf expert L. David Mech speculates that the wide variation in personalities may 
be critical to the stability of the pack. If each wolf is to some degree different from the other 
family members, competition among pack members is reduced. 

Mech also suggests that differences in personality are advantageous when it comes to securing 
food. Getting enough to eat for themselves and their pups is risky, difficult and relentless work 
for wolves. Less aggressive wolves might be successful hunters of smaller prey, while the more 
assertive pack members are skilled at the more dangerous task of taking larger prey such as elk, 
moose and musk oxen. Personality might also determine which individuals stay with the pack 
and which leave. Some pups remain with the pack into their second, third and fourth years. 
Others disperse to hunt and live alone on the fringes of the pack or to find mates and establish 
new packs in unoccupied territories. 
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Wolves and Other Canids 

The gray wolf (Canis lupus) is the largest member of the Canidae (dog) family in North America. 
The table below compares the size and appearance of the gray wolf to the other canid species in 
the United States. 

GRAY WOLF 
(Canis lupus) 

RED WOLF 
(Canis rufus) 

COYOTE 
(Canis latrans) 

FOX (Vulpes or 
Urocyon) 

SIZE 5 to 6 feet long 
from nose to tail 

3 to 4 feet long 
from nose to tail 

3 to 4 feet long 
from nose to tail 

3 to 3.5 feet long 
from nose to tail 

WEIGHT 80 to 120 
pounds 

40 to 80 pounds 30 to 40 pounds 12 pounds 

COLOR gray, tan, brown, 
black or white 

reddish brown, 
black or gray 

reddish brown, 
tan or gray 

red-brown (red 
fox), grizzled-
gray (gray fox) 

EYE COLOR yellow, green or 
brownish 

yellow, green or 
brownish 

yellow to green yellow to brown 
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Check Your Reading Skills 
Vital Statistics 

1. The weight of the average mature gray wolf of North America is (a) 45-60 pounds,
(b) 50-75 pounds,  (c) 85-100 pounds, (d) 100-125 pounds.

2. Why is it so important for pups to reach adult size quickly?

3. On what senses do wolves rely most?

4. How are the following parts of the wolf adapted for survival?

5. How fast can a wolf sprint?

6. Describe a wolf’s coat or pelage.

7. Wolves have separate and distinct “personalities.” Why might this be
advantageous?

Feet - 

Legs - 

Toes -

Chest -
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Wolves have many adaptations that let them survive in different environments. Can you

figure out how an Arctic gray wolf's paws are built for cold, snowy weather?

(P)AWESOME PAWS

Hi, I'm Atka!

Arctic gray wolves (Canis lupus arctos) live

primarily in the Arctic, the region located above 67°

north latitude. These fascinating creatures are

designed by the pressures of nature and are well

adapted to survive on the icy landscape. Arctic

wolves have two layers of fur: the long guard hairs

that form the visible outer layer of of the coat and

the soft dense undercoat. The coarse guard hairs

determine a wolf’s appearance/color and work like a

raincoat, protecting a wolf from rain, snow, and

sleet. The insulating undercoat is usually gray in

color and keeps the animal comfortable in cold

temperatures.

Using what you've just learned, list four ways the paws of

an Arctic wolf could help them survive in cold, snowy

places. Look at Atka's paw print for clues!

1.
2.
3.
4.

PUT YOUR KNOWLEDGE TO THE TEST
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(P)AWESOME PAWS

Hi, I'm Atka!

Arctic gray wolves (Canis lupus arctos) live

primarily in the Arctic, the region located above 67°

north latitude. These fascinating creatures are

designed by the pressures of nature and are well

adapted to survive on the icy landscape. Arctic

wolves have two layers of fur: the long guard hairs

that form the visible outer layer of of the coat and

the soft dense undercoat. The coarse guard hairs

determine a wolf’s appearance/color and work like a

raincoat, protecting a wolf from rain, snow, and

sleet. The insulating undercoat is usually gray in

color and keeps the animal comfortable in cold

temperatures.

Using what you've just learned, list four ways the paws of

an Arctic wolf could help them survive in cold, snowy

places. Look at Atka's paw print for clues!

1.
2.
3.
4.

Large paws act like snowshoes

Hair between toe pads reduces
heat loss

Long toes help wolves navigate
uneven ground

Blunt claws and hair provide
traction and grip on ice

ANSWER KEY

PUT YOUR KNOWLEDGE TO THE TEST
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HUNTING AND PREDATION
Wolves prey mainly on large hoofed mammals (ungulates) such as deer, elk, moose, 
caribou, bison, bighorn sheep and musk oxen. They also eat snowshoe hares, beavers, 
rabbits, opossums, mice and other small prey species. 

 Most wolves seem to prefer wild prey to livestock. Livestock predation problems at the 
turn of the century occurred mainly because settlers had decimated the wolf’s natural prey 
base of deer, antelope and bison. In the past 20 years, livestock depredation has been 
monitored in Minnesota, where there are now more than 2,200 wolves. During this 
period, wolves never killed more than a fraction of one percent of the more than 200,000 
cattle on the 7,000 to 12,000 farms within wolf range. Similar findings are reported in 
Canada and other areas where wolves have been reintroduced. Livestock loss rates in 
northwestern Montana, where wolves have been present for more than ten years, are also 
less than one percent. Compared to other forms of livestock mortality such as disease, 
accidents and birthing problems, which combined accounted for nearly 4.2 million 
livestock deaths nationwide in 1995, wolf depredation is insignificant. 

Wolves have several different methods of hunting, depending on the size of the prey. For 
mice and other little tidbits, a wolf will listen for squeaking and rustling under leaves, 
then pounce with its front paws once it pinpoints the direction of the sound. Wolves will 
also eat birds, especially when the birds are molting their feathers and cannot fly well. 
Individual wolves will chase hares or follow beaver trails to try to catch the animal away 
from the water.  

When hunting deer, all pack members frequently participate in locating and chasing down 
the prey.  If the pack starts to fall behind in a chase, it will usually give up. Wolves cannot 
afford to expend precious energy in fruitless skirmishes. If the chosen prey is injured, 
weakened, old or very young and separated from the protection of the adults, however, 
the wolves often do catch up with it and attack. But even prey vulnerability does not 
guarantee dinner. The odds are rarely in favor of the wolf. For example, fewer than one 
out of ten attempts to kill a moose actually ends in success for the wolf. In fact, larger 
prey animals such as moose, caribou and elk do not always run when they encounter a 
pack of wolves. Wolves are frequently killed or severely injured by these animals; even a 
deer can break a wolf=s back with its sharp hooves. Biologists who have done studies on 
dead wolves found in the wild report that almost 100 percent show some sort of old injury 
such as a fractured skull, leg or shoulder.  

Contrary to many popular accounts, wolves seldom, if ever, “hamstring,” or bite the 
tendons on the back of the legs of their prey; the risk of getting kicked in the face by 
sharp hooves is simply too great. Wolves tend to concentrate their bites on the neck, 
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shoulders and sides of the prey animal, causing blood loss, muscle and tissue damage and 
eventual exhaustion. 

In consuming the kill, wolves do very little chewing. For the most part, they tear off 
chunks of meat and swallow them whole. And they eat every part of a kill, except the 
skull and stomach contents. What they don’t eat immediately they will cache, or store, for 
later consumption or to provide for the pups in the pack.  

The wolf’s all meat diet requires a digestive system that functions quite differently than 
our own. Their simple stomachs are adapted for processing huge amounts of meat quickly 
and efficiently, processing it so thoroughly only bones and fur are excreted in their scat. 
Unlike us, they cannot supplement their menus with fruits, grains and other vegetable 
matter. They must, however, drink large amounts of water to aid in proper digestion.  

Biologist L. David Mech once witnessed a pack of 15 wolves kill a 600-pound moose and 
eat about half of it in an hour. This works out to about 20 pounds of food per wolf! Mech 
estimated that these wolves averaged about 85 pounds each, which means that each ate 23 
percent of its body weight. Gorging on a kill, however is often followed by a period of 
three days or much longer with nothing at all to eat. 

After eating their fill, wolves either spend a few hours relaxing, sleeping and digesting or 
return to the den site to regurgitate food for the pups and other pack members who did not 
join the hunt.
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Check Out Your Reading Skills 
Hunting and Predation 

1. List the wolf’s main prey.

2. Why did wolves begin to prey on livestock near the end of the 19th Century in the United
States?

3. Why is getting enough to eat so difficult and dangerous for wolves?

4. How much meat can an adult wolf consume in one meal?

5. What percentage of its body weight can a wolf consume in one meal?

6. Wolves chew their food. True      False    (circle one)

7. What does “cache” mean?

8. How is a wolf’s digestive system different from a human’s digestive system?

9. How do wolves bring food back to the den or the rendezvous site to the pups and/or to the
denning female or other adults who have not joined in the hunt?
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Match the tracks with the animal who left them! Write the letter on the line next to the animal that the track

belongs to. Track size is not to scale.

MATCH THE TRACKS

Track renderings from bear-tracker.com

A.

B.

C.

D.

E.

F.

G.

H.

Coyote

Black bear

Mouse

Turkey

Raccoon

Fox

Opossum

Deer
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ANSWER KEY

Track renderings from bear-tracker.com

A.

B.

C.

D.

E.

F.

G.

H.

Coyote

Black bear

Mouse

Turkey

Raccoon

Fox

Opossum

Deer

H

A

E

C

D

F

G

B

MATCH THE TRACKS
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PACK LIFE AND 
COMMUNICATION 

Wolves live, travel and hunt in packs of four to seven animals, consisting of an alpha (dominant) 
pair, their pups, often several sub-adults from the previous year’s litter and sometimes some 
older siblings as well.  

The alpha female and male are in charge, leading the pack in hunting and tracking prey, choosing 
den sites and establishing and maintaining the pack’s territory. The alpha pair mate in January or 
February, and the female gives birth in spring after a gestation period of between 62 and 65 days. 
Litters can run from one to nine pups, but four to six is the norm.  

Pups are born blind and deaf and weigh about a pound. Their eyes open when they are about two 
weeks old, and a week later they begin to walk and explore the area around the den. They romp 
and wrestle with one another from a very young age. Scientists believe that these early 
encounters help establish the hierarchies that determine which members of the litter will grow up 
to be pack leaders.  

Wolf pups grow rapidly for, come winter, they must be ready to travel with the pack. Within two 
months, the pups reach 20 pounds. Within a year they are full size. All the adults in a pack share 
parental responsibilities for the pups. They indulge the pups’ voracious appetites by providing a 
constant supply of food. From the time the pups are four week old until they are able to hunt with 
the pack, the adults feed the pups by regurgitating food for them. 

Pups remain with their parents for at least the first year of their lives during which they reach full 
adult size and learn to hunt. In their second year of life, when their parents are raising a new set 
of pups, young wolves may remain with the pack or spend periods of time on their own. 
Frequently, after summer forays, they return to spend their second winter with the pack. By the 
time they are two years old, however, most wolves leave the pack for good to find mates and 
territories of their own. Some of these “dispersers” travel enormous distances to find unoccupied 
territories; others remain on the fringes of occupied territories, hunting and living alone in 
“buffer zones” or in areas where several pack territories converge. 

Not all the pups in a litter live to the age of dispersal, of course. Biologists have determined that 
only one or two of every five pups born live to the age of 10 months, and only about half of those 
remaining survive to the dispersal age of two or three. After that, the survival rate is fairly high. 
The maximum life span for a wild wolf is 16 years, but most do not live much beyond the age of 
seven. 

Wolves communicate through facial expressions and body postures, scent-marking, growls, 
barks, whimpers, squeaks and howls. Howling alone can mean many things: a greeting, a 
rallying cry to gather the pack together or to get ready for a hunt, an advertisement of their 
presence to warn other wolves away from their territory or a spontaneous expression of play and 
bonding. There is no evidence, however, that wolves howl at the moon. Pups begin to howl at 
one month 
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of age. The howl of the wolf can be heard up to six miles away. 

Wolf packs are highly organized and tightly knit. Order is maintained through a complex social 
hierarchy with each member of the pack ranked according to status. Wolves engage in a variety 
of displays of dominance and submission that reinforce the pecking order.  Pack members 
communicate with one another in a number of ways. They use their entire bodies; expressions of 
the eyes and mouth, set of the ears, tail, head and hackles and general body posture combine to 
express excitement, anxiety, aggression or acquiescence. Wolves also wrestle, rub cheeks and 
noses and nip, nuzzle and lick each other. Wolves will leave “messages” for themselves and each 
other by urinating, defecating or scratching the ground to leave scent marks. These marks can set 
the boundaries of territories, record trails, warn off other wolves or help lone wolves find 
unoccupied territory. In a similar fashion, wolves will roll in items with a strong scent, such as 
carrion or the droppings of other animals, as a way of “storytelling.” Other pack members can tell 
where a wolf has been or what it has encountered by its scent. No one knows how wolves get all 
this information by smelling, but it is likely that their sense of smell is so acute they can 
distinguish among many very similar odors. 
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Check Out Your Reading Skills 
Pack Life and Communication 

1. What is the average pack size? (Remember: pack size depends on many factors, among them
prey density and size of the prey.)

2. What are the responsibilities of the alpha female and the alpha male?

3. When does the alpha pair mate?

4. How long is the gestation period?

5. What is the average litter size?

6. How do the adults feed the growing pups before they learn to hunt?

7. When is a wolf pup full size?

8. How long do the young stay with the pack?

9. What is a disperser?

10. What is a buffer zone?

11. What is the average life span of a wild wolf?

12. List the ways in which wolves communicate:

How did you do? How many did you get right?_____________
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