
Summer hair loss 

As the season changed from spring to summer, so did the wolves’ appearance. Here at Wolf Haven, we 

are cycling through another lengthy season of shedding, and all the animals’ undercoats are falling off, 

tuft by tuft. While many visitors may find this physical transition to look quite awkward for some of the 

wolves, our staff welcomes the change, knowing that sunshine will follow up the thick layer of fur that 

seems to coat the entire sanctuary.  

Shedding is one of many functions prompted by 

hormone release. Two of the hormones believed to play 

a role are prolactin and melatonin. The endocrine 

system is regulated by photoperiodicity, meaning 

hormone release is heavily impacted with the change of 

seasons. An increase in prolactin and melatonin release 

is triggered by the lengthening of days, and conversely, 

decreases as days become shorter with the arrival of 

winter. Aside from prompting the animals to shed, 

prolactin plays a major role in the reproductive 

functions of canids. These include: development of 

mammary glands in expectant mothers and 

psuedopregnant (falsely pregnant) females, sustaining 

lactation, and the promotion of parental behavior aiding 

in pup survival for both male and female adults (males 

also produce prolactin). Overall, this increase in 

hormones allow for wolves to be comfortable in the 

heat of the summer while successfully rearing pups 

through a pivotal time of their survival. 

The wolves have quite a few methods for removing their patches of undercoat; most common is rubbing 

along the fence line to scrape any loose clumps free. Not only does this seem to be a very effective 

technique, but it allows animal care staff to collect the fur for use as an enrichment item for individuals 

in neighboring enclosures. Additional methods involve more typical wolf behavior, such as playing with 

one another and scent rolling. With that in mind, it usually takes the older individuals a bit longer to 

shed out their full winter coats. This discarded fur lives on for months to follow, clinging to the fence 

lines and boots of the animal care team. All that remains on the animals post-shed is their outer coat of 

guard hairs, sometimes making them look like an entirely new wolf! 
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This article will appear in the Summer 2019 issue of Wolf Tracks magazine published by Wolf 

Haven International. Want to read more stories like this? Become a Member to receive your 

copy of this members-only magazine! 

https://wolfhaven.org/membership/

