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• Various deer species have existed 
in North America for the past 10-
20 million years. 

• About 4 million years ago, deer 
appeared on the unglaciated 
regions of what today is the 
continental U.S. 

Whitetail’s Arrival in 
North America

Man’s Tie to Deer
• There has always 

been a strong bond 
between man and 
deer. 

• Early Native 
Americans relied on 
deer for food, 
clothing, tools and 
more.
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Evidence suggests that 
whitetail populations have 
experienced five distinct 
phases from 1500 present.

Changing Times for 
the Whitetail

Phase I – Early 
European Settlement 

1500-1800

Phase II – Moderate Recovery 

1800-1860
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Phase III – Era of Exploitation 

1860-1900

Phase IV – Protection & Recovery 

1900-1975

Phase V – A Changing Paradigm 

1975 - Present
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Whitetail Populations 1500-2000
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38 recognized 
subspecies in 
the continental 
U.S., although 
some are 
questionable 
due to 
restocking 
efforts.

Whitetail Range
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• Moving northward, whitetails are larger 
and their appendages more compact. 

South American 
Whitetail (max. 100 lbs.)

Canada Whitetail    
(max. 350+ lbs.)

Whitetail Biology 
and Behavior

• Bachelor Groups
• Hard Antler
• Sparring
• Dominance 

Fights
• Rubbing
• Scraping
• Peak Breeding

Buck Biology and Behavior



6

Bachelor Groups

• Bucks generally remain in bachelor 
groups from the end of winter until 
just after velvet shedding the 
following fall.

Testosterone
� Decreasing day 

length in early fall 
stimulates the 
reproductive 
organs to increase 
testosterone levels. 
As levels rise, 
antlers harden and 
the velvet is shed.

Hard Antler
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Sparring

• Sparring occurs anytime bucks 
are in hard antler, but is most 
common prior to the peak of the 
breeding season. 

Dominance Fights
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• Dominance fights between mature 
bucks are most common during 
the peak breeding season. 

Rubbing

Rubbing Contd
• Rubbing peaks shortly 

after velvet removal 
and continues through 
the breeding season. 

• Rubs serve as 
signposts to convey 
information to other 
deer. 
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Rubbing Contd
• Large rubs by 

mature bucks 
are special 
signposts which 
likely express 
social status to 
other bucks 
while 
advertising to 
does. 

Scraping

Scraping
• Scraping is 

another 
signpost 
behavior. It  
peaks just 
before peak 
breeding and 
involves a 
sequence of 
behaviors.
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Scrape Sequence
� First, a buck marks 

an overhanging 
branch with saliva, 
then with 
secretions from 
his preorbital 
gland and/or 
forehead gland. 

Scrape Sequence Contd
• Next, a buck 

paws away the 
litter below the 
overhanging 
branch creating 
a shallow 
depression in 
the soil.

• Next, a buck 
urinates into the 
pawed area. This 
may be normal 
urination or rub-
urination. 

Scrape Sequence Contd
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Peak Breeding 
Season

Peak Breeding Season

• Mating peaks in November in 
many areas, with fawns being 
born mainly in June.

• Late-born fawns 
exhibit lower 
body weights, 
lower survival 
rates, and 
smaller antlers 
early in life. August Fawn

April Fawn

• Poor nutrition and / or skewed sex   
ratios can result in an extended 
fawning season.
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Age of Sexual Maturity
• Under optimum 

conditions, 
buck fawns are 
capable of 
breeding. 

• Most become 
sexually 
mature at 1.5 
years old.

Age of Antler and 
Body Maturity

Antler Growth 
5-7 years

Body Growth 
4-6 years

• In response to 
increasing 
photoperiod in 
late winter, 
testosterone 
levels decrease 
and the antlers 
are shed.

Antler Casting
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Doe Biology 
and Behavior

Female Family Group

• Under optimum conditions, 
does become sexually mature 
as fawns, but most will not 
breed until 1.5 years old.

Breeding Biology

Q:    What is the typical length of 
the heat period?

A:  24-36 hours

Q:   How long is the estrous cycle?

A:  26-28 days
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Breeding Biology Contd

Q:  What is the gestation period 
or length of pregnancy?

A:  195-200 days

Q:  What is the sex ratio at birth?

A:  Essentially 1:1

How Many Fawns do 
Whitetails Have?

• Does breeding for 
the first time 
(fawns and 
yearlings) usually 
have one.

• Healthy, adult does usually have 
two every year.

Breeding Biology

Q:  What about old, barren does?

A:  In general, they 
don’t exist. 

Many does in 
captivity have 
produced fawns 
into their late 
teens.
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• Dominant does tend to select 
the best fawning territories and 
actively defend them against 
other does.

• Whitetail fawns 
are hiders. 
Their mother 
generally visits 
3-4 times a day 
to feed and/or 
move them. 

Fawn Behavior

Do Fawns Have an Odor?

• Their hiding 
behavior 
reduces 
predation 
because fawns 
have less scent 
than adults. 
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When do Fawns Start 
Following?

• Usually they 
begin following 
their mother 
everywhere 
between 1-2 
months of age. 

How Long do They Nurse?

• Rumination begins after two 
weeks.

• Fawns are weaned at about 3-4 
months.

• By 2-3 months, fawns can be 
weaned with no adverse affects.  

Whitetail
Communication
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The Nose is Number 1 

Our Nose Does Not Compare 
to a Whitetail’s Nose

Scent Communication:
Glands of the Whitetail 

Nasal
Pre-orbital

Tarsal
Metatarsal

Forehead

Preputial

Interdigital
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Interdigital Gland

Dominance status
Identity of track maker?
Age of track

Metatarsal Gland

Is it even functional in whitetails?

Tarsal Gland

It carries information on:
• Personal identif ication
• Dominance status
• Reproductive status

The most important gland
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Nasal Gland

May not even be a scent gland!

Preorbital Gland

Function is sti ll questionable, but 
may be involved in marking 
overhanging branches at scrapes

Forehead Gland

Scent deposited on rubs 
and overhanging limbs
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Preputial gland

Is it even a scent 
gland?

• Antimicrobial?
• Lubrication?

Only on male deer!

Other Sources of Scent – Urine

Important for ‘personal’ scent
• indicator of reproduction/dominance?
• indicator of estrus (heat)? 
• role in synchronizing breeding?

VNO

Other Sources of Scent –
Vaginal Secretions

It appears likely that she carries the 
‘scent’ of estrus with her.
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Body Language
Various postures and movements
are used to communicate:

• Alarm
• Aggression
• Submission
• Breeding 

receptivity

Body Language – Alarm 
The Front Foot Stomp

Signal to other deer 
or predators?

An alarm odor?

Body Language – Alarm Contd
The ‘Whitetail’

Maintains group while 
escaping through 
dense vegetation

Signal to predators?

Buck and doe ‘groups’  
‘flag’ equally (~90%)
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Body Language – Aggression

Head high or 
head low threat

Ear drop

Body Language – Aggression
Contd

Signals willingness to fight

Crouch

Body Language – Submission

Forehead grooming
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Body Language – Submission
Contd

Eye aversion

Courtship approach

Body Language – Breeding

Courtship stance

Body Language – Breeding
Contd

Frequent urination
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Vocal Communication –
Alarm / distress calls

BawlSnort

Vocal Communication –
Aggressive calls

grunt-snort

low grunt

grunt-snort-wheeze

Vocal Communication –
Maternal/neonatal calls

Mew

Bleat

Nursing whine

Maternal grunt
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Vocal Communication –
Mating calls

Tending grunt Flehmen sniff
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