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Introduction 

We use instantaneous sampling at one minute intervals and record multiple variables.  

Methods vary slightly depending on location of observations (inside of a cage or outside in 

the jungle). When observations are taken at night headlamps are used and when they are 

the use of a red filter is extremely important. Red filters should be used as much as possible 

until the sloth becomes too high or far away to be seen with it on. The red filter is used to 

reduce the impact of the light affects the sloths behavior.  

For inside the cage we record behavior, posture, height, substrate, distance from 

conspecific, location in the cage and weather. For outside the cage we record behavior, 

posture, height, substrate, distance from conspecific, weather, density, tree species, 

diameter at breast height and GPS coordinates.   

Time, date and observer ID is also recorded in separate columns. An example data 

collection sheet is provided at the end of this guide.  

 

 

Behavioral Ethogram 

Sloths express a variety of behaviors and some behaviors may seem very similar and 

can initially be difficult to distinguish. The Ethogram below contains explanations and 

photos when appropriate to help with training new observers.  The ethogram is the same 

for hand-raised sloths, wild sloths and both sloth species.  

 

 

Feed (Natural) and Feed (Human provided) 

Feed is the physical action of eating from a food source. 

The two different types of ‘feed’ are important to record 

because they help us to keep track of the sloths intake of wild 

food as they progress through the release process. 

 Feed (Natural) – Ingesting food that has been found by 

the individual and not provided by humans.  

 Feed (Human provided) – Ingesting food that has been 

provided by humans (can be collected wild food or 

store bought). Example: Kermie eating position H2 a 

carrot which would be Feed (Human provided). 
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Lost (Too dense) and Lost (Not watching) 

Lost is recorded when there is no visual sighting of the observed sloth. There are two 

different options for lost: 

 LOST (Too dense) – this is when the sloth moves into an area of the forest that 

makes visibility impossible due to the vast density or inaccessibility of the 

vegetation. 

 LOST (Not watching) – occurs when the observer is not physically watching the sloth 

therefore no data is able to be taken, so technically the sloth is ‘lost’ (ex: bathroom 

break) 

 

Rest and Rest (Freeze) 

When the sloth is stationary and there is no movement of any body part. There are 

two different options for Rest: 

 Rest – An individual who is stationary and not moving limbs or head.  

 Rest (Freeze) – An individual who is stationary and not moving limbs or head after 

having just been engaged in an active behavior. (We have to be careful not to assign 

meaning to a behavior. Instead write in notes that there was a loud bang or rustle 

through the leaves immediately before freeze behavior started.) 

 

Climb 

The act of moving forward or backward on a branch, rope or other substrate. 

***When the sloth is climbing the posture is not recorded. 

 

Survey 

An individual actively moving their head in decisive directions while stationary. It must 

be two consecutive head movements within five seconds to be classified as surveying. If the 

head does not move for five seconds and the rest of the body is stationary then the 

behavior is classified as Rest.  

 

 

 

Scratch 

An individual rapidly moving the claws on either 

an arm or leg against their body. Example: The photo 

across shows a two-fingered sloth scratching with a 

posture of H2. 
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Kiss 

An individual placing their face in the face 

of a conspecific and licking each other.  

 

 

Sniff 

An individual actively placing the nose within two centimeters of an object and rapidly 

taking in air. What is being sniffed should be recorded in the notes section. 

 

Grab 

An individual reaching out an arm to place something between their claws in a non-

aggressive manner while stationary. This does not include food as that is recorded as a part 

of the feed behavior. 

 

 

Toilet 

An individual sitting on the ground or fully extended out on 

the ground while stationary with arms attached to a substrate. Eyes 

are usually closed and posterior may be moving slightly.   

 

 

 

NFI 

NFI (No F***ing idea) is when you can see the sloth but you cannot confirm the 

behavior. The other data points should still be recorded, regardless of not knowing the 

behavior.  

 

Bite 

Opening of the mouth aggressively directed towards a conspecific followed by quickly 

closing the mouth. Part of the conspecific may be inside the mouth and injury may or may 

not be caused.  If injury occurs, please write in notes. 

 

Crawl 

Moving forwards or backwards with individual on their stomach and limbs not fully 

gripped onto a substrate and this is always seen on the ground, it will not be seen up in the 

trees. 
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Fight Cuff 

An aggressive swat towards a conspecific which may or may not make bodily contact. 

Bodies are separate and only arms are used. It occurs when one sloth directs it at another 

conspecfic but not returned. If returned it would be considered a wrestle. 

 

 

 

Hair Puff 

The erection of the individual’s hair which gives them a larger 

appearance.  

 

 

 

 

Lick 

An individual extending their tongue out and moving it on an object. If an individual is 

licking the face of another sloth then that is defined as a kiss. Any other location on the 

body is a lick. Record what is being licked.  

 

 

Listen (Human provided) and Listen (Natural) 

 Listen (Human Provided): An individual, while stationary, making a singular head 

movement towards the direction of a sound created by a human. 

 Listen (Natural): An individual, while stationary, making a singular head movement 

towards the direction of a natural sound. 

(Note: If the specific sound can be identified then it will be recorded. For example a person 

whistling) 

 

Play 

 Swatting and wresting, sometimes with an open mouth, towards another sloth, 

animal or non-animal objects; but in a non-aggressive manor (no hair puff or distress 

vocalizations).  Usually only seen in baby or juvenile sloths. 

 

Fight  

An individual’s body is fully embraced with a conspecific in an aggressive manner. 

Aggressive physical action with direct body contact that is reciprocated.  Usually includes 

biting, vocalizing, and swatting of arms. The other animal species (sex if possible) involved in 

the fight should be noted, and any other pertinent information leading up to the altercation.  

Hair is usually puffed up. 
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Threat 

An open-mouthed, aggressive stance directed towards a conspecific without actually 

making contact.  

 

 

Suck Thumb 

The sloth places its fingers inside of its mouth for longer 

than 5 seconds while resting. We have currently only seen this 

in younger hand-raised sloths. 

 

 

Nursing 

Baby sloth attached to mother with mouth/face connected to mother’s mammary 

glands.  Mother’s arm is usually placed in a way to allow proper access to the baby. 

 

Sex (Successful) and Sex (Unsuccessful) 

When a male sloth is humping (moving hips back and forth) on top of a female sloth: 

 Sex (Successful) – The male accurately lines up his genital area with the female’s 

genital area. 

 Sex (Unsuccessful) – The male is humping the female on other body parts (her back, 

leg etc); not close to her genitals. 

 

Vocalize 

When sounds are emitted from a sloth’s mouth to communicate with another sloth or 

animal. 

 Vocalize (Cry) – In three-fingered sloths this call is very high pitched and sharp 

(similar to a whistle) and varies in length and intensity.  For two-fingered sloths this 

call is more low-pitched and similar to a quick baby goat: “AAAAA” but varies in 

length and intensity.  For babies cries are usually heard when separated from mom; 

for adults cries are usually heard when in distress (either fighting or scared).  

 Vocalize (Hiss) – An individual making a sharp sibilant sound of the letter “S”, usually 

directed towards another animal. The animal species and sex (if possible) that the 

hiss is directed towards should be recorded in the notes. 

 Vocalize (Snort) – An aggressive and forced expulsion of air from the nostrils. Usually 

directed towards a conspecific.  

 Vocalize (Sex call) – Loud and long high pitched call made only by female three-

fingered sloths to attract the attention of male suitors.  Often repeated multiple 

times throughout a day or two.  

 Vocalize (Growl) – Aggressive gurgle call usually only heard from two-fingered sloths 

that are upset. 
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Scent Mark 

The sloth presses its anal region directly into a branch and moves it up and down 

excreting fluid. For males the penis will be extended out when they do this. We have 

currently only seen his behavior in two-fingered sloths but could be seen in all species.   

 

Fall 

When the sloth has an uncontrolled decent from a substrate to a lower height to the 

ground or still up in the tree.  

 

Posture 

This is recorded during all behaviors except climb, due to the constant limb movement 

and inability to pick one posture. Posture is recorded by determining what limbs are holding 

the sloths weight. For example:  If an individual has one arm on a different branch but the 

rest of the limbs on another and is stationary then the posture will be H3, due to this being 

where the sloth’s main weight is located. 

 

Hanging 

While stationary, the individual is suspended from a substrate and has between one 

and four limbs gripping onto the substrate. There are four options depending on how many 

limbs are supporting the sloth’s weight: 

 H1 – The individual is suspended with only one limb gripping onto a substrate. 

 H2 – The individual is suspended with two limbs gripping onto a substrate. 

 H3 – The individual is suspended with three limbs gripping onto a substrate. 

 H4 – The individual is suspended with all four limbs gripping onto a substrate. 

 

 

Sit 

While stationary, lower back is supported by substrate and the rest 

of the body is upright. At least two limbs are gripped to a substrate. 

 

 

 

 

Curled in a ball 

While stationary, lower back is supported by a substrate and 

the rest of the body is upright with the head tucked into the body 

and the face is not visible. At least two limbs are gripped onto a 

substrate.  
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Laying on back 

While stationary, the individual has their back fully extended 

on a horizontal plane along a substrate. At least two limbs gripped 

onto a substrate.  

 

 

On stomach 

While stationary, an individual is positioned with their stomach towards the ground 

and their back is towards the sky. 

Stand 

The sloth is in a bipedal position.  

NFI 

When you can see the sloth and it is stationary but the posture cannot accurately be 

determined. All the other data points should be recorded.  

 

Height 

The estimated vertical distance of the observed sloth relative to the tree where they 

are located. Height is estimated by splitting the tree into these sections: 

 Ground 

 Low 

 Mid 

 High 

 Canopy (for outside cage) or Ceiling (for inside cage) 

 

 

Distance from conspecific 

The estimated distance that the subject sloth is from another visible sloth (of either 

species). The species and sex of the sloth should be recorded, if possible. The estimated 

distance is recorded using these categories: 

 0 – touching distance without climbing 

 1 – between 0-1 meters away 

 2 – between 1-2 meters away 

 3 – between 2-3 meters away 
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This continues as such until the sloth is not insight. When no sloth is in view this is 

recorded at every minute interval: 

 OOS – out of sight 

 

 

Location (In the cage) 

Location is only recorded when 

the sloth is inside an enclosure. Our 

soft release cage is split into four 

sections.  See diagram for orientation: 

 Front left 

 Front right 

 Back left 

 Back right 

  

 

Substrate 

The structure in contact with most of the sloth’s body weight. Substrates recorded 

include: 

 Branch 

 Vine 

 Trunk 

 Rope 

For inside the cage add: 

 Fence 

 Divider 

 Ceiling 

 Hammock 

 Basket 

 Kennel 

 

 

 

Weather 
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Estimated Weather conditions include:  

 Clear – no clouds in the sky 

 Sunny – blue skies, a lot of sun, no dark rain clouds. 

 Cloudy – not raining but dark clouds.  Sunlight is mild. 

 Rain  

 Drizzle 

 Storm 

 

Wind is recorded in a separate column: 

o Still - No wind can be felt. 

o Light breeze 

o Moderate wind 

o High wind 

o Gale - Hurricane force winds, could be hard to stand. 

 

 

 

Density 

The vegetation coverage immediately surrounding the subject sloth (above and 

below).  This is recorded on a scale of 0-4: 

 0 - Very open, no vegetation 

 1  

 2 

 3 

 4 - Very thick vegetation, hard to see the sloth. 

 

 

 

Diameter at Breast Height (DBH) 

Use only the specified “DBH” tape for this measurement.  

The correct side of the measuring tape is the one with the large 

gaps between the numbers (ask during training to be sure), we 

measure in inches. The DBH the tape is wrapped around the 

tree, at Tom’s breast height (1.5m), making sure that it is tight 

and with no twists. Be aware of any other vegetation that may 

affect the measurement as the tape needs to go around only 
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the trunk and not any other extra material (like vines).  If this is a tree frequently used, flag 

the tree with flagging tape and write the DBH on the flagging tape to save yourself or other 

technicians time later. 

***If the tree has multiple trunks then the DBH is taken from the highest point at 

which they are still together as one on the trunk.  

 

 

 

Tree Species 

Record known tree species. If the tree species is not known and you see a sloth eating 

or spending considerable time in that tree, then take photos of the tree that include bark 

and canopy, close up of the leaves and any flowers or fruits.  Flag the tree with flagging tape 

and inform one of your supervisors that we have a new tree to identify.  

 

 

GPS 

Record the GPS coordinates every 10 minutes when the sloth is moving. If the sloth is 

resting, record GPS location at beginning of the resting session and then again after they 

begin to move (every 10 minutes). Position yourself directly underneath the sloth (as much 

as possible) for accuracy. 

 

 

Notes 

This section is very important and should be used as much as possible. Any significant 

variable or other important factors that cannot be fully described in the designated 

methods should be written here. You never know what information may be useful when 

analyzing results, so write anything that you think could be helpful.  
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Example Data Collection Sheet 

 

The above table shows every data point recorded for released and wild sloths. For wild 

sloths the location column is never used because they do not enter the cage. The ID column 

is used for the observer’s name.  

 

 

 

The above table is used for sloths inside of the release cage. Some of the environmental 

factors have been removed in this example sheet. The ID column is used for the observer’s 

name. 


