
 

 

 

 

by Cindy Steele 

 

Brrrré. Itôs Cold Outside!   
                         Animals in Winter  
 

Welcome back to Puddlesô Craft Corner!  
When winter comes around, humans 
can keep warm and healthy with a 
blanket, warm socks, sitting by the fire, 
running to the grocery store for food, 
and a steaming cup of hot chocolate, but 
some wildlife must take more drastic 
measures to survive.  In the wintertime, 
the temperatures drop, the trees and 
bushes are stark and bare, and 
sometimes snow or ice blanket the 
ground.   

 
What happens to the wild animals in the 
winter?  What is their survival plan?  
Some people worry about the animals that 
are out in the cold, but donôt worry.  They 
have a plan!  All living beings have what is 
called instinct.  When you are hungry, do 
you have to be told to eat?  When you 
touch a hot stove, do you nave to think 
about removing your hand?  Instinct tells 



us (and animals) what to do without even thinking about it!  All animals are born 
with certain instincts that guide their behavior. An animal's instincts are the ability to 
know without thinking, the capability to automatically know how to behave or 
respond in certain circumstances. This "knowing" ability occurs naturally 
or instinctively to an animal and is inherited from birth. That's why fish do not have 
to think about how to swim; instead, they simply know how to do so, just like 
beavers are born knowing how to build those amazing beaver dams. 
 
So, letôs learn about the three types of instincts that help animals survive in winter.     
 
 
Animals in Winter  -  What Are the Different Ways Animals Survive? 
 
Animals prepare for and survive through winter by adapting their bodies, behavior, 
or both.  They do this in one of three ways, depending on the species of animal.  
They either hibernate, migrate, or adapt.  Hibernation and migration are two ways 
animals in winter adapt.  Some animals do not migrate or hibernate, but undergo 
physical and behavioral adaptations, or changes, while remaining active in the 
same habitat.   
 
For example, wolves grow a thicker coat 
of fur yet do not hibernate or move to a 
warmer location.  They just tough it out!   
 
In the fall, as the amount of sunlight 
during the day reduces and hormonal 
signals happen inside their body, animals 
begin to experience changes in their body 
and behavior to prepare them for the 
coming winter.   
 
Hibernators will begin to store up food, 
look for a place to settle in for the winter 
months, and some animals will begin to 
eat more to store up fat for the winter. 
 
Animals that migrate will begin to travel to 
the warmer areas where they will 
spend the cold winter months. 
 

Top: Wolf with winter coat and more άƳŜŀǘ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƴŜǎέΦ 
Bottom:  Wolf in summer with less fur and thinner body. 



Some animals will stay in the same areas but will begin to gain weight, change 
colors, grow thicker fur to adapt to the upcoming changes in the temperature and 
the lack of available food.  This process is called adaptation. 
 
Now, letôs look at each of these in more detail. 
 
 
Animals in Winter  -  Animals Who Hibernate 
 
 
Hibernation 
 
Hibernation is when an animalôs heart rate slows to only a few beats per minute, 
their body temperature drops significantly, and their breathing rate is slowed down.  
During this time, the animal uses very little energy.   
 
There are two types of hibernation ï true hibernation and torpor. 

 
True hibernation is involuntary, it is 
triggered automatically by the animalôs 
body in response to the environment 
around them.  True hibernators usually 
have a body temperature that will go 
below 68° Fahrenheit.   
 
Animals that are true hibernators will stay 
in this state for long periods of time 

(weeks or months) without eating or leaving their nest, den, or cave. Some may 
even appear dead.  They are sometimes very difficult to wake up from this very 
deep sleep.  It can take several hours for them to start moving around well enough 
to eat or defend themselves. 
 
True hibernators actually do have periods of activity during the cold months to go 
out to find food, go to the bathroom, etc.  Afterwards, they will quickly go back to 
inactivity and their heart rate, breathing, and temperatures will slow down again.   



 
In the fall, these animals get ready for winter 
by eating extra food and storing it as body 
fat. They use this fat for energy while 
hibernating. Some also store food like nuts 
or acorns to eat later in the winter. Bears, 
skunks, chipmunks, groundhogs, prairie 
dogs, some snakes, some types of turtles, 
and some bats hibernate. 
 

Chipmunks can slow their heart rate from 350 beats per minute to 4 beats per 
minute while hibernating.  The body temperature of a groundhog drops from 98° F 
to 40° F! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Torpor 
 
Torpor is a lower-energy, lower-activity state some animals in winter experience.  It 
is voluntary behavior.  Like hibernation, animals in torpor will experience a lower 
body temperature, heart rate, and breathing pattern.  Their metabolism is also 
slower.  However, they come out of this low-energy state more often to eat and go 
to the bathroom.  When in torpor, animals are much easier to wake up.  Torpor can 
last a day, a few days, or a few weeks. 
 
If you live in an area that does experience winter with cold enough temperatures 
like we often do, animals around you will probably experience torpor.  These 
animals include certain birds, raccoons, squirrels, skunks, mice, and honeybees.  

Hibernating Bats 

Chipmunk eating to store fat for winter and settling down for months of hibernation. 



Even dogs and cats go through a 
type of torpor in the winter when 
they slow down and sleep most of 
the time.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Animals in Winter  -  Animals Who Migrate 
 
Some animals donôt hang around to feel the winter winds and brave the cold.  They 
head south where the climate is warmer and thereôs plenty of food. 
 
Migration is the movement of animals from one location to another where the 
temperature is warmer, food is plentiful, and itôs a good location to have babies and 
raise those babies.  Some animals travel south in large groups while other animals 
travel alone.   
 
     
 
 
 
 

Snow Geese Migrating in Large Group 

Ruby Throated Hummingbird  
Migrating Alone 

άIt sure is cozy and warm in here!   
LetΩǎ ǎƴǳƎƎƭŜ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƭŜŜǇ ŀƭƭ ŘŀȅΗέ 



 

Some animals migrate at various times of the yearénot just in winter.  They do this 
if their food or water supply is low, and they need to travel to other places to find 
food or water. 

Migration can be a short distance of a few 
hundred miles or thousands of miles.  
Arctic terns migrate the longest distance of 
any migrating animal.  They migrate from 
the North Pole to the South Pole and back 
again.  This is a 25,000-mile round trip 
journey!   

 

How Do Migrating Animals Know When and What Route to Take When Itôs 
Time to Migrate? 

Several triggers can affect when an animal begins to migrate for winter.  These 
include: 

¶ Internal body signals 

¶ A change in daylight hours (shorter days) 

¶ Temperature getting cooler 

¶ Food becoming more scarce 

A migration route is the path animals take when they migrate from one area to 
another.  How do animals who migrate in winter know what route to take?  It almost 
seems like there are invisible highways in the sky, on the land, and through the 
ocean that birds, fish, and land animals instinctively know to take.  Scientists have 
been studying this for years and are still working to figure out how the animals 
know which routes to take. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Arctic Tern 



 
 
The routes scientists have identified 
that migrating birds take are called 
flyways. Theyôve identified three sets 
of flyways across the globe.  They are 
the Americas Flyways, the African-
Eurasian Flyways, and the East Asian 
Australasian Flyways.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are four separate flyways in The Americas Flyways:  The Pacific Flyway, the 
Central Flyway, the Mississippi Flyway, and the Atlantic Flyway.  Hagerman 
National Wildlife Refuge is perfectly situated in the Central Flyway, and we are a 
perfect spot for migrating birds to spend the winter or to stopover to rest and eat 
before traveling further south. 
 

 
 

       
  

   
   

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hagerman National 
Wildlife Refuge 

Geese Flying in V Formation Along a Flyway 



 
 
Scientists have come to believe that animals use different methods when taking a 
specific migration route.  Some of these are: 
 
 

¶ Internal instincts 

¶ The magnetic fields of the earth 

¶ Following along physical features of the earth like, rivers, coastlines, 
mountain ranges, etc. 

¶ Following features on the ocean floor 

¶ Using their sense of smell 

¶ Following the sun or the stars 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Animals in Winter  -  Animals Who Adapt 
 
A fun thing to do after we have snow is to take 
a walk out at Hagerman NWR and look for 
animal tracks in the fresh snow.  Itôs much 
easier to see animal tracks in the snow.  Most 
of the animals in our area fall in this category 
of animals who use adaptation to handle the 
cold temperatures in winter.   

Migrating Caribou 

Deer Tracks in the Snow 



 
In our area, we might see cottontail 
rabbits, deer, coyote, or squirrel tracks in 
the winter.  These animals donôt hibernate 
or migrate.  They are as active as ever 
during the cold winter months.  They 
simply adapt.  These animals have unique 
methods for getting through the winter 
safely, even when food is difficult to find. 
 
 
 
 

¶ A physical adaptation is a change 
to the animal itself during the 
winter.  This could mean growing a 
thicker coat to protect against 
winter chill or changing the color of 
an animalôs coat during the winter 
to match the snow, so it doesnôt 
stand out as much to predators.  
They also will put on more weight to 
help them have a thicker layer of fat 
to help keep them warm.  Theyôll 
eat less and get more exercise as 
the weather warms up and lose this 
extra layer of fat for the summer. 

 

¶ Behavior adaptation is a behavior 
change that an animal adapts to 
the changes in the temperature 
around them.  Even though they 
donôt hibernate, they will sleep 
more and only come out to hunt 
food during the warmest parts of 
the day.  Some animals will store 
away more food for the winter 
months while others like deer or 
rabbits will change their eating 
habits to eat more readily available 
twigs, buds, and bark.  

Fatter Rabbit in Winter 

Deer Eating Tree Bark in Winter 

A Coyote in a North Texas Winter 


