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FOOD HABITS OF GRIZZLY BEARS AND BLACK BEARS IN THE YELLOWSTONE ECOSYSTEM

Bears are omnivores that have relatively unspecialized digestive systems similar to those of carnivores. The
primary difference is that bears have an elongated digestive tract, an adaptation that allows bears more efficient
digestion of vegetation than other carnivores (Herrero 1985). Unlike ruminants, bears do not have a cecum and can
only poorly digest the structural components of plants (Mealey 1975). To compensate for inefficient digestion of
cellulose, bears maximize the quality of vegetal food items ingested, typically foraging for plants in phenological
stages of highest nutrient availability and digestibility (Herrero 1985).

The food habits of grizzly bears in Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (GYE) have been described in detail by Knight
et al. (1984) and Mattson et al. (1991). Overall, army cutworm moths, whitebark pine nuts, ungulates, and
cutthroat trout are the highest quality food items available to grizzly bears in the GYE. Grizzly bear food habits
are influenced by annual and seasonal variation in available foods.

Spring

From March through May, ungulates, mostly elk and bison, comprise a substantial portion of a grizzly bear's diet.
Grizzly bears feed on ungulates primarily as winter-killed carrion but also through predation on elk calves (Mattson
1997). Grizzly bears also dig up pocket gopher caches in localized areas where they are abundant. Other items
consumed during spring include grasses and sedges, dandelion, clover, spring-beauty, horsetail, and ants. During
spring, grizzly bears will also feed on whitebark pine seeds stored in red squirrel caches during years when there is
an abundance of over-wintered seeds left over from the previous fall (Mattson and Jonkel 1990).

Summer

From June through August, grizzly bears continue to consume grasses and sedges, dandelion, clover, spring-beauty,
whitebark pine nuts, horsetail, and ants. In addition, thistle, biscuit root, fireweed, and army cutworm moths are
eaten. Predation on elk calves continues through mid-July when most grizzly bears are no longer able to catch
calves (Gunther and Renkin 1990). In areas surrounding Yellowstone Lake, bears feed extensively on spawning
cutthroat trout (Reinhart 1990). Starting around midsummer, grizzly bears begin feeding on strawberry, globe
huckleberry, grouse whortleberry, and buffaloberry. By late summer, false truffles, bistort, and yampa are included
in the diet, and grasses, sedges, and dandelion become less prominent.

Fall

From September through October, whitebark pine nuts are the most important bear food (Mattson and Jonkel
1990). Other items consumed during fall include: pond weed root, sweet cicely root, grasses and sedges, bistort,
yampa, strawberry, globe huckleberry, grouse whortleberry, buffaloberry, clover, horsetail, dandelion, ungulates,
ants, false truftles, and army cutworm moths.

Black Bears

The food habits of black bears in the Yellowstone ecosystem are similar to those of grizzly bears. The primary
difference is that roots are less prominent in the diet of black bears (Knight et al. 1988). Black bears have short,
curved claws better suited for climbing than digging. In contrast, grizzly bears have longer, straighter claws and a
larger shoulder muscle mass which makes them more efficient at digging for food items in the soil such as roots,
bulbs, corms, and tubers, as well as rodents and their caches (Herrero 1978).



LITERATURE CITED

Gunther, K.A., and R.A. Renkin. 1990. Grizzly bear predation on elk calves and other fauna of
Yellowstone National Park. Int. Conf. Bear Res. And Manage. 8:329-334.

Herrero, S. 1978. A comparison of some features of the evolution, ecology and behavior of black and
grizzly/brown bears. Carnivore 1(1):7-17.

. 1985. Bear Attacks-Their Causes and Avoidance. Winchester Press, New Century Publishers,
Inc., Piscataway, N.J. 287pp.

Knight, R.R., D.J. Mattson, and B.M. Blanchard. 1984. Movements and habitat use of the Yellowstone
grizzly bear. U.S. Dep. Inter., Natl. Park Serv., Interagency Grizzly Bear Study Team. Unpubl.
Rep. 177pp.

, B.M. Blanchard, and D.J. Mattson. 1988. Yellowstone Grizzly bear investigations: Annual
report of the Interagency Grizzly Bear Study Team, 1987. U.S. Dep. Inter., Natl. Park Serv. 80pp.

Mattson, D.J., and C. Jonkel. 1990. Stone pines and bears. Pages 223-236 in Proceedings-Symposium
on Whitebark Pine Ecosystems: Ecology and Management of a High-Mountain Resource, U.S. Dep.
Agric., U.S. For. Serv. 386pp.

Mattson, D.J., B.M. Blanchard, and R.R. Knight. 1991. Food habits of Yellowstone grizzly bears, 1977-
87. Can. J. Zool. 69:1619-1629.

Mattson, D.J., B.M. Blanchard, and R.R. Knight. 1992. Yellowstone grizzly bear mortality, human
habituation, and whitebark pine seed crops. J. Wildl. Manage. 56:432-442.

Mattson, D.J. 1997. Use of Ungulates by Yellowstone grizzly bears Ursus arctos. Biol. Conserv.
81:161-177.

Mealay, S.P. 1975. The natural food habits of free-ranging grizzly bears in Yellowstone National Park,
1973-1974. M.S. Thesis, Montana State Univ., Bozeman. 158pp.

Reinhart, D.P. 1990. Grizzly bear habitat use on cutthroat trout spawning streams in tributaries of
Yellowstone Lake. M.S. Thesis, Montana State Univ., Bozeman. 128pp.



