
How Sage-grouse use sagebrush 
By Larry Hyslop 
 

 
A Sage-grouse nest at the base of this tall sagebrush 
 
      Sage-grouse are sagebrush obligates meaning Sage-grouse cannot exist on a landscape without 
sagebrush. But they need more than mere sagebrush, requiring a diverse, healthy sagebrush 
community. They use different parts of this community throughout the year. 
      In early spring, the females leave their wintering areas to choose nest sites, tending to return to the 
same nesting areas each year. They look for stands of big sagebrush, usually Wyoming big sagebrush, 
having a good complement of grasses and forbs.  
      The males choose their lek sites (dancing grounds) earlier in spring, but they pick spots close to the 
females’ nesting area. Males visit these leks daily from mid-March through mid-May. Their needs are 
less, merely a lek site having low sagebrush or bare ground to best show off their displays. But close by, 
they need tall sagebrush they can quickly fly to and hide from predators.  
      For nest sites, females choose tall sagebrush having umbrella-shapes and surrounded by grasses and 
forbs. The sagebrush shelters them and creates a warmer microclimate. The grasses and forbs shield 
them from predators. Nesting success usually depends on finding a good nest site.  
      Female Sage-grouse that did not receive an adequate diet during the previous winter, will not carry 
enough reserves to tide them over during nesting. They will need to leave their nests more often to 
feed, giving predators more chances to find eggs.  
      After hatching, hens and chicks stay in the nest vicinity for several weeks where they feed on foods 
high in protein and minerals, especially calcium. Insects provide these nutrients. They also eat forbs such 
as dandelion, salsify, prickly lettuce, yarrow and phlox. After the first week, chicks begin to eat more 
plant food, but insects remain a small part of their diet. The chicks also require grass cover to hide from 
predators. After two weeks, the females begin to lead their broods away from the nesting area, always 
in search of soft forbs. 
      Sage-grouse summer is a constant search for insects and soft forbs. These birds are unique in that 
they can only eat soft foods, their only choices being soft forbs and soft sagebrush leaves. They are 
restricted to this diet since they do not have muscular gizzards like other grouse that can grind up hard 
buds, seeds and twigs.  
      As summer advances, green forbs among the sagebrush begin to dry up. The hens and their broods 
travel to streams, wet meadows and irrigated fields where succulent vegetation still exists. Alfalfa and 
hay fields offer summer habitat to Sage-grouse. Even after the alfalfa or hay is cut, they eat the exposed 
forbs. But they never venture far from the security of big sagebrush for concealment.  



      During late summer/early fall, even riparian forbs dry up so the birds turn to their only other possible 
food, sagebrush. They form large flocks and begin to wander toward their wintering grounds.  
      Sagebrush may be found everywhere but Sage-grouse choose wintering areas based on snow depth. 
Sagebrush needs to extend 10-12” above the snow to be used for feeding and roosting. Low sagebrush 
is their preferred food and they night roost among it, but tall sagebrush is used for day roosting. The 
birds switch to eating taller sagebrush if snow buries the low sagebrush.  
      Snow cover is important since they tunnel into snow at night to escape the winter cold. In deep, soft 
snow they tunnel downward, but in shallow snow, they tunnel sideways into snowdrifts.  
      Sage-grouse are so adept at surviving winter that they gain weight, one of the few area birds that 
exit winter in better shape than when it started. Such a weight gain prepares them for another year and 
the stresses of spring breeding. 
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