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Abstract Many mammals save energy during food short-
age or harsh weather using controlled reductions in body
temperature and metabolism called torpor. However, torpor
slows offspring growth, and reproductive individuals are
thought to avoid using it because of reduced fitness resulting
from delayed offspring development. We tested this hypoth-
esis by investigating torpor during reproduction in hoary bats
(Lasiurus cinereus, Vespertilionidae) in southern Canada.
We recorded deep, prolonged torpor bouts, which meet the
definition for hibernation, by pregnant females. Prolonged
torpor occurred during spring storms. When conditions
improved females aroused and gave birth within several
days. Our observations imply a fitness advantage of torpor in
addition to energy conservation because reduced foetal
growth rate could delay parturition until conditions are more
favourable for lactation and neonatal survival.

Introduction

Maintaining high body temperatures (Tb) during cold
exposure is energetically costly for small endotherms (i.e.
mammals and birds), and this problem may be com-
pounded for many species because food availability is
often reduced during cold weather (Geiser 2004; Wang
1989). Therefore, many species employ controlled reduc-
tions in Tb and metabolism known as torpor to survive

periods of food shortage and inclement weather when they
might otherwise starve (Dausmann et al. 2004; Geiser
2004; Wang 1989). Species which use only shallow, short-
term torpor bouts lasting hours are known as daily
heterotherms, while those capable of deep, prolonged tor-
por bouts lasting days or weeks are defined as hibernators
(Geiser and Ruf 1995). Torpor results in enormous energy
savings for endotherms, but it is widely viewed as a dis-
advantage for reproductive individuals because it slows
offspring development (Geiser 1996; Racey 1973; Racey
and Swift 1981). In mammals, torpor delays parturition
(Racey and Swift 1981) and inhibits lactation (Wilde et al.
1999). For temperate species these costs may be especially
pronounced because offspring must grow quickly during a
short warm season to survive the winter (Geiser 1996).
Consistent with this hypothesis are observations that free-
living reproductive mammals tend to avoid torpor, especial-
ly long, deep bouts, relative to non-reproductive individuals
(Geiser 1996; Lausen and Barclay 2003). However, even
during relatively warm months of the year, reproductive
individuals of many temperate species may be exposed to
unpredictable periods of cold and food shortage, especially
in spring. Mammalian lactation results in particularly high
energetic costs (Thompson and Nicoll 1986) so during
harsh weather it could be difficult, if not impossible, for
lactating mammals to maintain rapid offspring growth and
still avoid starvation.

To test the hypothesis that reproductive mammals avoid
deep prolonged torpor, we investigated torpor use during
reproduction by hoary bats (Lasiurus cinereus; Fig. 1) in
the Cypress Hills of Saskatchewan, Canada. Hoary bats are
migratory and pregnant females return to Saskatchewan in
late May when the weather can be harsh. This species
roosts in open foliage, which offers little protection from
thermal extremes, and the hoary bat’s highly insulating
pelage appears to be an adaptation to foliage roosting
(Shump and Shump 1980). In the Cypress Hills, reproduc-
tive females roost in white spruce trees (Picea glauca;
(Willis and Brigham 2005)).
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Materials and methods

We measured skin temperatures (Tsk) of four pregnant bats
(mass=35.8±1.6 g) over 24 bat days during three spring
rain/snow storms in early June of 2001 and 2002. Daily
ambient temperature (Ta) maxima during these storms
averaged 11.9±4.5°C, and minima averaged 5.4±2.7°C.
Bats were captured in mist nets when they were foraging on
unseasonably warm spring nights prior to the storms.
Pregnancy was assessed by gentle palpation of the abdo-
men, and all four bats were heavily pregnant. Our protocol
for transmitter attachment, radiotracking and monitoring of
roost Ta is described by (Willis and Brigham 2005).

We recorded Tsk at 10-min intervals using 1-g temper-
ature-sensitive radiotransmitters calibrated to ±0.1°C (BD-
2T, Holohil Systems Limited, Carp, ON, Canada). We used
Tsk rather than core Tb because the transmission range of
small implanted transmitters is insufficient for following
wide-ranging animals (Körtner et al. 2001). However, Tsk is
correlated with Tb and metabolic rate during torpor and
normothermia and thus allows for accurate measurement of
torpor bout depth and duration (Willis and Brigham 2003;
Willis et al. 2004). We observed bats from the base of trees
with binoculars each morning to determine parturition
dates. Even early postnatal hoary bats are large relative to
their mother, and pups were readily visible after parturition.

We used an energetic model, based on laboratory respi-
rometry measurements of metabolic rate during torpor and
normothermia (Cryan and Wolf 2003; Willis et al. 2004),
and predicted energetic costs during rewarming (Eq. 3 in
McKechnie and Wolf 2004) to estimate energy savings
afforded by torpor bouts in hoary bats. We divided each
torpor bout into an entry period (starting when Tsk declined
sharply and ending when it stabilised at low Ta), a period of
steady-state torpor (when Tsk was stable and closely cor-
related to Ta) and an arousal period (beginning when Tsk
increased sharply and ending when it stabilised at normo-
thermic levels). One torpid bat defended Tsk when Ta de-
clined below 4°C, but we accounted for the corresponding
increase in energy use based on measurements of metabolic
rate by torpid hoary bats (Cryan and Wolf 2003). We did
not observe the other two individuals at Ta <6°C, and they

were obviously thermoconforming throughout their pro-
longed torpor bouts, so we calculated their energy use
based on the relationship between torpid metabolic rate and
Ta (Cryan and Wolf 2003). We compared the model-
predicted energy expenditure of bats using prolonged
torpor to the predicted energy expenditure of bats main-
taining a constant Tb under the same Ta conditions. The
model provides a conservative estimate of energy savings
during torpor because it does not incorporate radiant heat
gain during passive warming nor the energetic cost asso-
ciated with convective cooling due to wind exposure
during normothermia (Willis and Brigham 2003).

Results

Three of the four pregnant bats used deep, prolonged torpor
during harsh weather, employing torpor bouts lasting 4.3±
1.3 days. Daily Tsk minima during these torpor bouts fell as
low as 5.5°C and averaged 7.6±3.9°C, and bats remained
torpid until Ta increased markedly with sun exposure
(Fig. 2). The longest torpor bout lasted 5.6 days, but this
individual remained inactive at the roost without foraging
for a total of 9.1 days. For 3.5 days after her prolonged
torpor bout, she aroused briefly following passive warming
each morning and immediately re-entered torpor (Fig. 2a).
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Fig. 2 Representative patterns of skin temperature (filled symbols)
for three pregnant hoary bats during periods of cold and wet/snowy
spring weather from a 2–10 June 2001, b 8–12 June, and c 18–21
June 2002. Dotted lines represent sunrise and sunset times, and dark
bars represent the dark phase. The solid black line indicates ambient
temperature recorded at each bat’s roost site. Bats gave birth within
3.1±1.3 days of final arousal from prolonged torpor

Fig. 1 Pregnant hoary bat (Lasiurus cinereus) in torpor
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The fourth pregnant bat did not use multi-day torpor but it
did respond to harsh weather between 18–21 June 2002
with two short torpor bouts lasting 0.9 and 0.6 days, during
which Tsk fell as low as 8.5°C. The first storm in 2002
involved a heavy snowfall of about 15 cm, and the foliage
roost of one torpid bat was snow-covered for approxi-
mately 2 days. Based on our initial observations of pups,
parturition in the three bats which used prolonged torpor
occurred 3.1±1.3 days after the final arousals we observed.
The fourth bat, which used two shorter torpor bouts, was
never observed with pups, which means that sometime
after being released she either gave birth and abandoned
her young or resorbed the embryos.

Relative to a hypothetical normothermic bat, the ener-
getic model predicted that the three individuals using multi-
day torpor bouts saved 70.3±11.1 kJ day−1 on average,
which equates to a savings of 84.8% at the same Ta, or the
energetic equivalent of approximately 13 g of fresh insects
(Bell 1990). Total energy savings resulting from the longest
torpor bout (5.6 days) were enormous at 376 kJ, or the
equivalent of approximately 68 g of insects (Bell 1990).

Discussion

We report the first direct observations of multi-day torpor,
which meet the definition of hibernation (Geiser and Ruf
1995), in any free-living reproductive mammal. Our
findings contrast with the widely held view that prolonged
torpor necessarily reduces fitness to reproductive individ-
uals. Model-predicted energy savings for these bats were
very large compared to energetic costs of defending
normothermic Tb. By reducing the immediate risk of
death by starvation for mother and pups, the benefits of
prolonged torpor during pregnancy for these bats clearly
outweighed any long-term fitness costs of slower offspring
growth.

The three individuals using prolonged torpor were
thermoconforming throughout almost all of their torpor
bouts, even at very low Ta (>4°C), which suggests that they
were not attempting to regulate Tb to increase offspring
growth rate. They also gave birth within a few days of
arousal. The fourth bat, which did not enter prolonged
torpor, was not successful in rearing pups. Together these
observations suggest that, in addition to immediate ener-
getic benefits, torpor during pregnancy could also be
advantageous not in spite of slow offspring development
but because of it. Prolonged torpor during unpredictable
harsh weather would represent a benefit if it delayed
parturition until food availability and ambient conditions
were more favourable for offspring survival.

Lactation is more energetically demanding than preg-
nancy (Thompson and Nicoll 1986), so lactating females
defending Tb during harsh weather could easily exhaust

their energy reserves, resulting in starvation for mother and
offspring. In addition, early postnatal young may not
survive if exposed to periods of harsh weather lasting
several days. Therefore, using torpor to delay parturition
until after harsh weather could improve the likelihood of
mother and offspring survival and increase fitness. We
hypothesize that the ability to enter prolonged torpor while
pregnant allows females to be more flexible in scheduling
mating and gestation and, for migratory species, reduces
the risk of returning early to summer roosting areas.
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