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Be an Ethologist at Home!
Ever wonder what animals do all day? If so, you might be an 
ethologist. Ethology is the study of animal behavior.

How do ethologists do this? One method is called 
instantaneous sampling. It is impossible to record every 
behavior of an animal. Behaviors change second to second. 
With instantaneous sampling, an ethologist chooses a limited 
list of behaviors he/she is watching for and only notes those 
behaviors at preset intervals. For example, someone wanting 
to know how much of a day a dog spends asleep would  
check the dog every 15 minutes and note whether the dog is 
awake or asleep. After 24 hours, the researcher would have  
96 data points.

In any scientific study, it is important that you follow  
a protocol. In an instantaneous sampling protocol, this means 
that you only mark the behavior when your timer goes off,  
not when the behavior changes. If you have your timer set at  
2 minutes, and your animal does something cool at 1 minute  
45 seconds, you cannot note it unless it is still doing that cool 
thing at the 2-minute mark.  

In order to set up your own instantaneous sampling  
protocol, consider:

• What animal are you going to observe? For practice, you 
may use a family pet, animals at the aquarium or zoo, or a 
webcam on a website such as explore.org. Once you have 
completed a few practice observations, you could observe 
wild animals in your backyard or a local wild space.

• What behavior(s) are you interested in? Come up with a 
specific list of individual behaviors, such as sleeping, eating, 
grooming, etc. 

• Choose your interval. How often does this animal change 
behaviors? If you are studying a sloth, you probably only want 
to check every half hour. If you are studying a mouse, you 
may want check it every minute.

VOCABULARY

Ethology 
The study of animal behavior.  
(Different from ethnology the study 
of human cultures and behavior.)

Ethologist 
A scientist who studies animal 
behavior

Behavior 
A single, definable action, such 
as walking or sleeping, that all 
observers can agree on.

Sampling 
When a dataset is too large (e.g. 
a large section of the ocean) 
scientists will use a smaller area or 
group that represents the whole.  

Protocol 
A set of specific instructions that 
make sure a study happens the 
same way every time it is done. 
This makes sure that your data 
can be compared across multiple 
studies. 

Interval 
The amount of time or space 
between any two points in a 
repeating series. In instantaneous 
sampling, the interval is the amount 
of time between observations.



Examples
Single Animal 
Our study animal is a single African penguin in the exhibit at the Aquarium. Because penguins are busy 
animals, we have chosen 1-minute intervals. While penguins have many behaviors, for this study we  
are only interested in four – Swimming, Preening (Grooming), Resting, or Walking.

10:00 10:01 10:02 10:03 10:04 10:05 10:06 10:07 10:08 10:09 TOTAL

Swimming 3 3 3 3 3 5

 Preening 3 3 2

 Resting 3 3 3 3

 Walking 0

Which behavior did the penguin do most? Least? Why do you think this is so?  
Do you think the behavior of another penguin would be the same? Different?  
What if you came back at a different time of day? What if you chose a different species?

By using the same protocol for a different individual or at a different time, you know that your data can  
be compared and gave you good information. 

Group of Animals 
Our study animal is a group of kittens in a living room. There are four kittens, and there are a rug, couch,  
and cat bed in the room. Over the course of the day, we want to know which surface the kittens spend  
the most time on. In this case, we mark how many kittens are in each space at each time.

COUCH RUG CAT BED

6 a.m. 3 1

7 a.m. 2 2

8 a.m. 3 1

9 a.m. 4

10 a.m. 2 2

11 a.m. 2 1 1

12 p.m. 2 2

1 p.m. 4

2 p.m. 4

3 p.m. 1 2 1

4 p.m. 4

5 p.m. 3 1

6 p.m. 2 2

7 p.m. 3 1

8 p.m. 1 3

TOTAL 32 21 7

Based on the data here, if you were going to foster kittens in the future, would you buy more cat beds 
or a couch protector?
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