
Nesting Habits of the Great Horned Owl, 
Bubo virginianis

Catherine Prevost, Christopher Bailey, Nick Lloyd, and Parks Collins
Mitchell Community College, Science Department

1. Johnsgard, P. 2002. North American Owls. Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press. 

References

Bird behavior is interesting to study because birds tend to have cyclical 
patterns as it relates to their behavior (i.e. migrating, mating, incubating, 
etc.). Occasionally, some of these behaviors can be monitored from year to 
year using noninvasive strategies. 

Students found the nest of a great horned owl, Bubo virginianis, and 
monitored it closely for three years by using a Day 6 Plotwatcher time lapse 
video camera. The timing of various nesting behaviors/habits that we 
recorded were compared to information found in textbooks. We tested 
whether 1) the great horned family had certain consistent behaviors from 
year to year and 2) whether these behaviors were consistent with what the 
textbook states. The owl behavior stayed consistent over a three year period, 
and was not significantly different than the text.

Abstract

The results from this three-year study can be found in Table 1. We also found 
that during the study period, the female owl rarely left the nest during the 
incubation period and also right after hatching. The male would usually bring 
her food during the early morning and late evening. After a couple weeks of 
the chicks growing, the mother owl would move to another sycamore tree 
about 40 feet away because of limited room in the nest. She was often 
mobbed by crows when she did this, but was undeterred. 

Introduction

We placed a Day 6 Plotwatcher time lapse video camera beside the sycamore 
tree where the great horned nest was located. Data was uploaded from the 
camera weekly during all three nesting seasons (2011, 2012, and 2013). The 
data was then analyzed by MCC field biology students. 

We then watched for and recorded behaviors such as incubation times, 
hatching times, and fledging times. Students also recorded the # chicks each 
year, the date range of when the nest was finally empty, and times during the 
day at which the male would come and leave and when the female would 
leave and return. Spotting scopes were also used by students to observe owl 
behavior. 

Methods and Materials

Even though this study monitored only one owl family, the information can be 
shared with the greater scientific community in an attempt to understand 
how leaving great horned owl habitats intact helps the population as a whole. 
It may also be interesting to look at the nesting behavior of this species more 
closely to determine actual regional differences.

Dissemination

This research project showed that this great horned owl family stayed 
consistent in their behavioral patterns during the nesting season for all three 
years. They were also aligned closely with the text, North American Owls by 
Johnsgaad. 

What is interesting is that the great horned behavior did not change much 
during the 2013 nesting season. During 2013, the farmland where the nest 
was located underwent major deforestation (timber management). At least 
80 acres of trees were leveled with the sycamore with the nest being one of 
10 in the area. This significantly cut down of the potential hiding spots of the 
mating pair. Although one chick did survive during 2013, the owl pair did not 
use the nest again in 2014.

Conclusions

Great horned owls derive their name from the plumicorns on their head that 
resemble horns. Having a 3.5 foot wingspan and being 20-25 inches tall, they 
are one of the largest owls in the southeast. They are also extremely 
territorial, especially around the nest. Great horns do not build their own 
nests. They take over the nests of crows, hawks, and herons. Great horns 
typically lay 2-5 eggs. The male and female will both incubate the eggs. Their 
diet typically consists of small mammals, birds, snakes, and insects (Johnsgard
2002).

Results

Figure 3. Analyzing data

Table 1. Consistency of nesting habits
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Chart 1. Incubation vs. Fledging.

2011 2012 2013 Text

Incubation 1/22 – 3/10 1/28 – 3/10 1/31 – 3/16 35 days

Hatching 3/11 – 3/24 3/11 – 3/16 3/17 – 3/21

# Chicks 2 2 1 2-3

Fledging 4/13-4/23 4/19-4/29 4/18-5/1
45 days 

post-
hatching

Empty nest 4/23 4/25 5/1

45 days 
post-

hatching

Figure 4. Analyzing data

Figure 1. 2011 family

Figure 2. Observing the nest
Figure 5. 2012 chicks Figure 6. Female incubating in 2013


