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ABSTRACT 

Non-hibernating hazel dormice (Muscardinus avellanarius) construct nests in shrub and tree 

vegetation up to 10 m above the ground. They also readily use and build nests in boxes, which 

are often used as a tool to monitor populations. The availability of natural nest materials may 

affect nest site selection or nest box utilisation and to gain a better understanding of this we 

analysed the materials used in 56 dormouse nests, collected from boxes within six southern 

English woodlands in 2009, and estimated collection distances.  The contribution individual nest 

materials made to the nests were assessed using dry weights. 

 

Out of 56 nests, 15 (26.8%) did not include any material from the plant species to which the nest 

box was attached.  The total number of materials used was 18, with between one and eight 

materials used per nest (n=56, �̅� = 3.54, SD=1.48).  The estimated distances travelled to collect 

these materials ranged from 0 m to 50 m (n=197, �̅�=3.29 m, SD=6.06).  Dry weights of individual 

nests ranged from 4.25g to 38.01g (n=56, �̅�=18.06 g, SD=8.25 g).  The dry weight of an individual 

material in a nest ranged from 0.25 g (11 different materials) to 30.5 g (honeysuckle bark) (n=197 

�̅�=4.38 g, SD=5.13 g).  Based on dry weight, the percentage contribution of a single material to 

an individual nest ranged from 0.8% (silver birch leaves) to 96.2% (honeysuckle bark) (n=197, 

�̅�=24.91%, SD=26.37).  There were statistically significant negative correlations between the 

distance travelled and the dry weight of a material (n=197, rs = -0.211, p=0.003), and the distance 

travelled and the percentage nest weight of a material (n=197, rs = -0.259, p=<0.001), although 

neither of these associations were particularly informative biologically.  

 

Where honeysuckle bark (Lonicera periclymenum) was not closely available, dormice could travel 

more than twice as far to collect it as any other material.  The three furthest distances recorded 

were 30 m, 45 m and 50 m.  Honeysuckle bark was also the most frequently used nest material, 

occurring in 84% of the sampled nests, and was most often the material comprising the largest 

dry weight (35.7%).  The dry weight and the % of total nest weight of honeysuckle bark were 

significantly greater than other materials.   
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INTRODUCTION 
Hazel dormice (Muscardinus avellanarius) construct nests 

in shrub and tree vegetation up to 10 m above the ground 

between May and September when they are not 

hibernating. They also readily use and build nests in the 

boxes that are frequently used as a tool to monitor 

populations (Bright et al., 2006; Morris et al., 1990). The 

availability of natural nest materials may affect nest site 

selection or nest box utilisation in this species of 

conservation concern. To investigate this, we have 

studied the nesting materials used by dormice in nest 

boxes in southern England in 2009. 

Bright & Morris (1991) found the mean nightly maximum 

distance adult dormice travelled from the nest (straight 

line horizontal measurements only: vertical movements 

may significantly increase the total) to be 67 m for males 

and 51 m for females (individual maximum distance = 

152m) in a woodland dominated by 50 year old hazel 

coppice.  In addition to sex, distances travelled are 

influenced by available resources.  An increased box 

density can cause a decrease in dormouse home range 

size (Juškaitis, 2008a), and dormice may commute to 

forage, as they are selective feeders (Juškaitis & 

Baltrūnaitė, 2013).  Habitat can also be a significant 

influence, with dormice finding horizontal tree branches 

easier to move along than bramble or more vertical 

derelict hazel coppice stems (Bright & Morris, 1992).  

These movements are primarily arboreal (Bright et al., 

2006, Morris 2004), although there is evidence that 

dormice travel on or close to the ground more frequently 

than previously thought.  This includes crossing an active 

dual carriageway (Chanin & Gubert, 2012), 15 m of 

tarmac (Wouters et al., 2010), and up to 106 m over open 

fields (Mortelliti et al., 2013), and utilising woodland 

habitat in the second year subsequent to clear felling 

(Juškaitis, 2008b). 

As dormice may travel relatively short nightly horizontal 

distances (Bright et al., 1991), it is reasonable to assume 

that long nest material collection journeys will only be 

undertaken for the most important materials.  Reducing 

energetic demands is a consideration, particularly with 

regard to lactating females (Prentice & Prentice, 1988).  

They need more time for foraging, even doing so during 

the day (Juškaitis, 2008a), which may also result in a 

higher risk of mortality (Juškaitis, 2014). 

When present, the bark and leaves of honeysuckle 

(Lonicera periclymenum) have already been determined 

as an important nest material within the UK (Hurrell & 

McIntosh, 1984; Bright & Morris, 2005; Bright et al., 

2006).  When absent, grasses are a common alternative 

(Eden, 2009).  However, beech (Fagus sylvatica) and 

hornbeam (Carpinus betulus) leaves were the most 

frequently used material in Denmark (Juškaitis, 2008a) 

and Ukraine (Zaytseva, 2006) respectively. 

This study aimed to: a) determine the types and 

quantities of materials used for dormouse nest 

construction, and b) determine how far dormice were 

prepared to travel to collect them.  

MATERIALS AND METHODS 
A request was made via the People’s Trust for 

Endangered Species National Dormouse Monitoring 

Programme (NDMP) internet forum, for any available 

nests.  The Programme was started in 1988 (White, 

2012).  NDMP volunteers regularly monitor dormice within 

a network of English and Welsh woodlands, using 

wooden nest boxes (as described by Bright et al., 2006) 

attached to trees.  NDMP volunteers from six southern 

English woodlands (Table 1) responded, from which 

nests were successfully collected. 

Between February and March 2009 the nest boxes were 

checked.  Old dormouse nests were collected (all of 

which contained a woven core surrounded by leaves), 

bagged and labelled with the collection date, the site 

name, and the box number.  Nests which contained 

evidence of birds were discarded.  Dry weight (Zaytseva, 

2006) was used to compare relative importance of 

different nest materials.   

Nests were weighed and dismantled by hand.  Leaves 

were identified to species with the exception of grass and 

moss.  Due to the similarity of honeysuckle and wild 

clematis (Clematis vitalba) bark, the identification of these 

materials was confirmed on a return visit.  In no case 

were both species present in the immediate vicinity of the 

same nest (i.e. within the collection distance of other 

materials), and an assumption was made that the closest 

of the two was used.  Most nests contained some 

decomposed material that was impossible to identify.  

Once separated, each material was weighed using a 

spring balance to +/- 0.25g.   

The woodlands were revisited between five and seven 

months after nest collection. A linear measurement from 

the nest box to the closest stem of a nest material source 

plant was taken.  In most cases this was horizontal and at 

the height of the nest box (Bright et al., 1992).  The 

exception was when grass or moss had been used, 

where the measurement was taken directly to the closest 

specimen, usually on the ground.  The plant species to 

which the nest box was attached was also recorded.   

Statistical tests were carried out using Graphpad Prism 

(GraphPad Software, Inc.).  The weights of nest material 

used, the percentages of nest material used and the 

distances travelled were not normally distributed 

(Anderson Darling Normality tests).  Non-parametric tests 

have been used, therefore, to analyse the data.  

Differences between the quantities of different nest 

materials used (both dry weight and percentage of total 

nest weight), and between distances travelled for each 

nest material were tested using Kruskall Wallace ANOVA.  

Where Kruskall Wallace tests were significant, Dunn's 

multiple pairwise comparison post-hoc tests (Siegel & 

Castellan, 1988) have been used to find out which nest 

materials were different from one another.  Nest materials 

which were not used in this analysis because they did not 

meet the Dunn’s post-hoc test criterion to have a sample 

size greater than one, were crab apple (Malus sylvestris), 

holly (Ilex aquifolium) and honeysuckle leaf. 
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Table 1: Study woodland characteristics. 

Wood  (no. of 
dormouse 
nests) 

English County Size (ha) Coppicing Main understorey components Main canopy components 

Midger  (n=8) Gloucestershire 9 (part of the 65.7 ha 
Midger Site of Special 
Scientific Interest 
(SSSI)). 

Yes Hazel, Hawthorn,Crab Apple, 
Holly, Field Maple and Guelder 
Rose (Viburnum opulus). 

Ash, with some Beech 
and English Oak. 

Savernake 
(n=14) 

Wiltshire 904.7 Yes Silver Birch, Rowan (Sorbus 
aucuparia), Field Maple, Hazel, 
and Hawthorn. 

English Oak and Beech, 
with some Ash. 

Paine’s (n=9) Sussex 20 (part of the 143.7 ha 
Binstead Wood 
complex). 

Yes Hazel and Hawthorn, with 
some Silver Birch and Holly. 

Sweet Chestnut 
coppice, with some Ash. 

Little Linford 
(n=12) 

Buckinghamshire 42.5 Yes Hazel, Hawthorn, Silver Birch, 
Field Maple, and Goat Willow. 

English Oak and Ash. 

Priestley (n=5) Suffolk 17.5 (part of the 
95.1 ha Barking Woods 
SSSI). 

Yes Hazel, Hawthorn, and Field 
Maple. 

Ash coppice and English 
Oak, with some Wild 
Cherry (Prunus avium). 

Bonny (n=8) Suffolk 20 (part of the 95.1 ha 
Barking Woods SSSI). 

Yes Hazel, Hawthorn, and Field 
Maple. 

Ash coppice and English 
Oak, with some Wild 
Cherry and Aspen. 

 
 
Table 2: Availability and use of nest materials. 

Nest material No. of nests where nest 
material available (i.e. 
present within wood) (n) 

No. of nests which 
utilised available nest 
material (%) 

No. of nests in which the nest material was the 
heaviest, dry weight (% of the total number of nests it 
was possible to be present in). 

Hazel leaves 56 39 (70%) 16 (29%) 

Silver birch leaves 56 14 (25%) 0 

Hawthorn leaves 56 6 (11%) 1 (2%) 

Goat willow leaves 47 5 (11%) 0 

English oak leaves 56 19 (34%) 2 (4%) 

Ash leaves 56 6 (11%) 1 (2%) 

Field maple leaves 47 19 (40%) 2 (4%) 

Moss 56 6 (11%) 2 (4%) 

Honeysuckle bark 56 47 (84%) 20 (36%) 

Wild clematis bark 56 8 (14%) 4 (7%) 

Grass 56 9 (16%) 3 (5%) 

Aspen leaves 25 4 (16%) 1 (4%) 

Crab apple leaves 45 1 (2%) 0 

Ivy leaves 56 3 (5%) 0 

Sweet chestnut leaves 36 8 (22%) 2 (6%) 

Holly leaves 44 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 

Beech leaves 35 2 (6%) 1 (3%) 

Honeysuckle leaves 56 1 (2%) 0 
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Figure 1: Scatterplot showing the relationship between (a) distance from nest (m) and nest material dry weight (g), (b) 
distance from nest (m) and percentage of nest weight, and (c) percentage of nest weight and dry weight (g).  

 

RESULTS 

Number of nest materials 
Fifty-six dormouse nests were examined.  Excluding 

unidentifiable material, the number of different materials 

used in each nest ranged from one to eight (n=56, �̅�= 

3.54, SD=1.48).  Eighteen different nest materials were 

used in total (Table 2). 

Distances travelled to collect nest 

materials 
The distances travelled to collect nest materials ranged 

from 0 m (nest box host tree) to 50 m (honeysuckle bark) 

(n=197, �̅�=3.29 m, SD=6.06).  There was a statistically 

significant difference between different materials 

(Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA, n=197, h=100.13, DF=17, 

p<0.001 (adjusted for ties)).  Dunn’s post-hoc test showed 

significant differences between eight pairs of materials 

(Table 3a).   

There was a statistically significant negative correlation 

between the distance travelled and both the dry weight of 

a material (Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient: 

n=197, rs = -0.211, p=0.003) and the percentage nest 

weight of a material (Spearman’s rank correlation 

coefficient: n=197, rs = -0.259, p=<0.001) (Figures 1a and 

1b respectively). 

There were 19 instances where material had been 

collected from over 10 m away from the nest box, 

comprising English oak leaves (Quercus robur) (7), 

honeysuckle bark (6), field maple leaves (Acer 

campestre) (2), wild clematis bark (1), aspen leaves 

(Populus tremula) (1), grass (1) and beech leaves (Fagus 

sylvatica) (1).  The three furthest distances travelled 

were; 30 m, 45 m and 50 m, all to collect honeysuckle 

bark.  The maximum distances travelled to collect each 

material are shown in Table 4. 

Nest material dry weights 
Individual nest dry weights ranged from 4.25 g to 38.01 g 

(n=56, �̅�=18.06 g, SD=8.25 g).  The dry weight of an 

individual material within a nest ranged from 0.25 g (11 

different materials) to 30.5 g (honeysuckle bark) (n=197 

�̅�=4.38 g, SD=5.13 g).  There were statistically significant 

differences between the dry weights of the materials 

(Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA: n=197, h=60.86, DF=17, 

p<0.001).  Dunn’s post-hoc test showed statistically 

significant differences (p<0.01) between the dry weights 

of seven material pairs (Table 3b), all of which involved 

either silver birch leaves (Betula pendula - always lighter) 

or honeysuckle bark (always heavier).   
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Percentage of total nest weight 
The percentage of total nest weight for a single material 

in an individual nest ranged from 0.8% (silver birch 

leaves) to 96.2% (honeysuckle bark) (n=197, �̅�=24.91%, 

SD=26.37).  There was a statistically significant difference 

between the percentage of total nest weight of different 

materials (Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA, n=197, h=67.33, 

DF=17, p<0.001, adjusted for ties).  Dunn’s post-hoc test 

showed significant differences between the percentage of 

total nest weight of eight pairs of materials (Table 3c).  

With one exception, these pairs also involved either silver 

birch leaves or honeysuckle bark in the same manner as 

for the material dry weights.     

There was also a statistically significant positive 

correlation between the percentage nest weight of a 

material and the dry weight of a material (Spearman’s 

rank correlation coefficient: n=197, rs = 0.95, p=<0.001) 

(Figure 1c). 

Frequency of nest material use 
Of the 18 different materials identified, 13 occurred as the 

heaviest material in at least one nest.  Of these, 

honeysuckle bark was the heaviest material most often, in 

20 (35.7%) nests (Table 2).  Honeysuckle bark was also 

the most frequently used material, occurring in 83.9% of 

nests, with hazel leaves (Corylus avellana) being the next 

most frequently used at 69.6% (Table 2).  Only one nest 

did not contain a woven core made from either 

honeysuckle or wild clematis shredded bark, using grass 

instead. 

Nest box host trees 
Out of 56 nests, 15 (26.8%) did not include any material 

from the plant species on which the nest box was 

attached and of these 15 nests, nine were attached to 

hazel plants, two to sweet chestnut (Castanea sativa), 

and one to each of hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna), field 

maple, ash (Fraxinus excelsior), and goat willow (Salix 

caprea) (Table 5).   

 

Table 3: Dunn's multiple comparison post hoc tests on nest materials for (a) distance from nest,(b) dry weights, and (c) 
percentage of total nest weight. Critical value of Z = 3.105. 
 
 Groups Z  P-value 

a) Hazel leaves vs. English oak leaves              7.786 <0.0001 

 Hazel leaves vs. field maple leaves 6.975 <0.0001 

 Hazel leaves vs. honeysuckle bark 6.685 <0.0001 

 Hazel leaves vs. wild clematis bark 4.821 <0.0001 

 Hazel leaves vs. sweet chestnut 
leaves 

4.309 <0.0001 

 Hazel leaves vs. silver birch leaves 4.258 <0.0001 

 Hazel leaves vs. grass 3.666 0.0002 

 Hazel leaves vs. beech leaves 3.581 0.0003 

 

b) Silver birch leaves vs. honeysuckle 
bark 

5.239 <0.0001 

 Hazel leaves vs. silver birch leaves 4.588 <0.0001 

 English oak leaves vs. honeysuckle 
bark 

3.774 0.0002 

 Silver birch leaves vs. wild clematis 
bark 

3.409 0.0007 

 

 Groups Z  P-value 

 Field maple leaves vs. honeysuckle 
bark 

3.383 0.0007 

 Silver birch leaves vs. grass 3.306 0.0009 

 Sweet chestnut leaves vs. 
honeysuckle bark 

3.129 0.0018 

c) Silver birch leaves vs. honeysuckle 
bark 

5.332 <0.0001 

 Hazel leaves vs. silver birch leaves 4.519 <0.0001 

 English oak leaves vs. honeysuckle 
bark 

4.317 <0.0001 

 Field maple leaves vs. honeysuckle 
bark 

3.760 0.0002 

 Goat willow leaves vs. honeysuckle 
bark 

3.498 0.0005 

 Hazel leaves vs English oak leaves 3.427 0.0006 

 Silver birch leaves vs. grass 3.296 0.0010 

 Ash leaves vs. honeysuckle bark 3.154 0.0016 
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Table 4: Weight of nests materials used and distances travelled to collect nest material. SD = standard deviation.  IQ 
range = inter-quartile range. 

Nest material 

(no. of nests) 

Mean dry 

weight (g) 

(SD). 

Median dry 

weight (g) (IQ 

range). 

Mean % 

dry weight 

(SD) 

Median % dry 

weight (IQ 

range) 

Mean distance 

travelled (m) 

(SD) 

Median distance 

travelled (m) (IQ 

range) 

Range of 

distances 

travelled (m) 

Hazel leaves 

(n=38) 
5.2 (3.67) 4.8 (2.1-8.5) 34 (25.19) 

28.9 (11-

56.1) 
0.1 (0.41) 0 (0-0) 0 - 2.2 

Silver Birch 

leaves (n=14) 
0.8 (1.11) 0.5 (0.3-1) 5 (4.38) 3.4 (1.8-6) 2.0 (1.67) 1.6 (1-2.7) 0 - 6.4 

Hawthorn leaves 

(n=6) 
3.3 (6.35) 0.8 (0.5-1) 19 (34.38) 4.5 (3.2-9) 1.6 (1.85) 0.9 (0.8-1.9) 0 - 5.1 

Goat Willow 

leaves (n=5) 
0.9 (0.70) 0.5 (0.5-1) 4 (3.17) 2.8 (1.9-6.1) 2.2 (2.78) 0.9 (0-3.6) 0 - 6.4 

English Oak 

leaves (n=19) 
2.7 (4.93) 1 (0.5-0.9) 11 (15.64) 5.8 (2.8-9.7) 7.0 (5.69) 4 (2.1-11.6) 0.94 - 19.8 

Ash leaves (n=6) 1.9 (2.70) 0.5 (0.3-2.4) 10 (14.89) 3.3 (1.9-11) 1.4 (1.10) 1.4 (0.7-1.6) 0.24 - 3.33 

Field Maple 

leaves (n=19) 
2.8 (4.44) 1.3 (0.8-2) 14 (19.19) 6.3 (4.5-11.2) 4.2 (3.12) 3.1 (2-6) 0.32 - 11 

Moss (n=6) 3.8 (3.63) 2.8 (0.6-6.8) 31 (37.54) 
12.9 (2.8-

60.8) 
1.1 (0.19) 1.2 (1-1.2) 0.85 - 1.4 

Honeysuckle 

bark (n=47) 
7.0 (6.28) 5.5 (2.5-9.3) 40 (29.0) 

34 (17.2-

64.9) 
5.2 (10.38) 2.1 (0.5-3.6) 0.07 - 50 

Wild Clematis 

bark (n=8) 
6.5 (6.02) 4.5 (2.9-7.9) 29 (17.83) 

26.9 (18.2-

38.9) 
4.6 (4.70) 3 (1.5-6.3) 0.77 - 14.9 

Grass (n=9) 5.6 (5.34) 3 (2-8) 34 (31.06) 18 (9.5-60.2) 2.4 (2.95) 1.5 (1.3-1.5) 1.15 - 10.2 

Aspen leaves 

(n=4) 
2.0 (1.81) 1.6 (1-2.6) 11 (13.06) 6.1 (2.9-14.1) 4.3 (5.89) 1.8 (1.3-4.8) 0.46 - 13.05 

Crab Apple 

leaves (n=1) 
0.5 (-) 0.5(0.5-0.5) 2 (-) 1.6 (1.6-1.6) 4.5 (-) 4.5 (4.5-4.5) 4.5 - 4.5 

Ivy leaves (n=3) 1.4 (1.01) 1.3 (0.9-1.9) 8 (6.21) 5 (4.9-10.3) 2.2 (2.15) 1.3 (0.9-3) 0.55 - 4.6 

Sweet Chestnut 

leaves (n=8) 
3.6 (6.53) 1 (0.8-2.4) 15 (21.36) 5.3 (3.9-15.2) 2.5 (1.29) 2.7 (2.2-3.1) 0 - 4.25 

Holly leaves 

(n=1) 
8.5 (-) 8.5 (8.5-8.5) 42 (-) 

41.5 (41.5-

41.5) 
4.2 (-) 4.2 (4.2-4.2) 4.2 - 4.2 

Beech leaves 

(n=2) 
5.6 (7.25) 5.6 (3.1-8.2) 24 (31.68) 

23.8 (12.6-

35) 
8.3 (4.79) 8.3 (6.6-10) 4.93 - 11.7 

Honeysuckle 

leaves (n=1) 
0.3 (-) 0.3 (0.3-0.3) 3 (-) 2.9 (2.9-2.9) 0.4 (-) 0.4 (0.4-0.4) 0.36 - 0.36 

 

Table 5: Absence of the nest box host tree species in the nesting material.  
Nest box host 
tree species 

Number No. of nest boxes in which host tree 
species material was absent (%) 

Nest materials found in nest boxes that did not contain the host 
tree species (n). 

Hazel 44 9 (20) Moss(2), Honeysuckle (6), Silver Birch (3), Field Maple (3), 
English Oak (3), grass (2), Aspen (1), Wild Clematis (2), Beech 
(1).  

Sweet Chestnut 3 2 (67) Honeysuckle (2), Beech (1), Silver Birch (1), Hawthorn (1). 

Hawthorn 2 1 (50) Honeysuckle, English Oak. 

Field Maple 1 1 (100) Honeysuckle, English Oak. 

Ash 1 1 (100) Hazel, Field Maple, moss, Wild Clematis. 

Goat Willow 3 1 (33) Honeysuckle 

Silver Birch 2 0 (0)  
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DISCUSSION 
Honeysuckle bark was the most frequently used nest 
material, with the furthest collection distances and most 
often the material with the largest dry weight. 

Number of nest materials 
In common with the present study, Prince & Wood (2006) 
identified 18 different nest materials (n=63 nests).  Since 
the average number of materials used per nest in the 
present study was 3.5, flexibility regarding material use 
(Zaytseva 2006, Juškaitis 2008a) is supported.  
Vilhelmsen (1996) reported dormice taking nest material 
from their nearest surroundings, although clearly this did 
not always happen in the present study.   

Distances travelled to collect nest 

materials 
The statistically significant negative correlation between 

the distance travelled and both the dry weight of a 

material, and the percentage nest weight of a material, 

result from the large sample size (197).  However, the low 

test statistics demonstrate little biological association. 

In the present study, in most cases, dormice did not need 

to travel far to collect hazel leaves, as hazel was the host 

tree for 45 of the 56 nest boxes from which nests were 

collected.  This explains the statistically significant 

difference between the distance travelled to collect hazel 

leaves and eight other materials (Table 3).  The average 

collection distances of five of these materials (English oak 

leaves, field maple leaves, beech leaves, wild clematis 

bark, and honeysuckle bark) were in excess of 4 m.  This 

is potentially misleading because we used the linear 

distance between nest box and tree trunk, rather than the 

closest bit of tree canopy.  This is a pragmatic, repeatable 

method previously used by Bright et al. (1992), although 

clearly can both over (in this instance) and underestimate 

(by not taking into account arboreal zig-zag routes, or 

when sources that were not the closest were used) 

distances.  There was also the possibility that leaves (but 

not bark) from the previous year may have been collected 

from the ground, although the extent to which dormice do 

this requires further research. 

Beech leaves were the material with the furthest average 

collection distance (8.3 m, Table 4) in the present study, 

although were only found in two nests out of a possible 

35 (Table 2). They are frequently used in localities where 

beech grows (Vilhelmsen, 1996; Henze & Gepp, 2004), to 

the extent that Juškaitis & Büchner (2013) described 

them as the leaves for which dormice show the greatest 

preference, although these studies were not carried out in 

the UK.   

As 42.5% of nests containing honeysuckle bark in the 

present study were less than 1 m from the nearest stem, 

the average collection distance (5.16 m, Table 4) did not 

adequately reflect the three furthest distances (30 m, 34 

m and 50 m).  These three distances are notable as 

Bright et al. (1991, 1992) radio-tracked male and female 

dormice moving mean nightly distances of 156 m and 143 

m respectively. 

Nest material dry weights and 

percentage total nest weight 
With the exception of holly leaves (n=1), honeysuckle 

bark (n=47) had both the greatest average dry weight, 

and percentage of total nest weight of any material.  The 

materials which had lower values for these variables did 

not necessarily have small leaves (Table 4: crab apple, 

sweet chestnut), and vice versa (Table 4: hawthorn).  

This was unexpected, since Eden (2009) reported that 

when natural nests are positioned in small leaved bushes 

(such as blackthorn, Prunus spinosa), dormice find larger 

leaves on the ground.  The fact that all the nests in the 

present study were from boxes rather than natural 

locations may have affected the types and quantities of 

material used, due to a probable increased tendency to 

pack available space with leaves, and a reduced 

requirement for structure. 

Frequency of nest material use 
Honeysuckle bark was the most frequently used material, 

present in 84% of nests.  It was also the heaviest 

individual material in 35.7% of nests, more often than any 

other.  The extent of honeysuckle use suggests that, at 

least within the study area, this was not significantly 

affected by either regional differences (as described by 

Juškaitis, 2008a) or individual preferences (as highlighted 

by Brown, 2007). 

Grass was the least important nest material in the present 

study, occurring in 16.1% of the nests.  However, when 

honeysuckle and grass have been presented together to 

captive dormice, a preference was shown for grass 

(Hagemans et al. 2006, Brown 2007).  Although this 

indicates factors other than availability (such as distance 

from ground) may be important, it may at least partially 

reflect the bits of honeysuckle that were offered.  

Hagemans et al. (2006) provided leafy honeysuckle twigs 

rather than bark, although Brown (2007) did offer 

honeysuckle bark.   

Nest box host trees 
Nests in the present study did not always contain leaves 

from the nest box host tree, indicating that the dormice 

were actively selecting materials (Juškaitis, 2008a).  Nine 

nests from boxes in hazel trees contained no hazel 

leaves, suggesting that hazel leaf use may have more to 

do with high abundance within habitats rather than a 

particular preference.  There was no indication from the 

present study that the absence of hazel leaves was due 

to a preference for anything else (including beech 

leaves).  
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Dormouse conservation. 
The long distances travelled by dormice to collect 

honeysuckle support Eden (2009) in suggesting that other 

nest site variables may be more important than nest 

material proximity.  These include food availability and 

security.  In a study carried out in a coppiced woodland in 

Gloucestershire (England), Williams et al. (2013) reported 

that, within a 10 m radius, dormouse nest box occupation 

was positively correlated with oak (a food source) in 

addition to honeysuckle.  Juškaitis et al. (2013) found 

nest sites used for breeding were distinguished by a 

better developed, hence more secure, understorey.  

Dormice are subject to significant mortality risks 

(Panchetti et al., 2007; Juškaitis, 2014), to the extent that 

Panchetti et al. (2007) suggested that the protection 

provided by a high understorey density may be a more 

important habitat feature than a high woody species 

diversity.  Providing a well developed understorey should 

therefore be encouraged when managing woodlands for 

dormice.  The impact of food availability and security on 

nest locations in the present study may have been 

reduced by influencing dormice behaviour via the use of 

boxes.  A similar study using nests from natural locations 

would therefore be instructive. 

These results suggest that honeysuckle bark was the 

most important nest material in dormouse nests within the 

six study woodlands, supporting other studies (Hurrell et 

al., 1984; Morris et al., 1990; Bright et al., 2005; Bright et 

al., 2006; Williams et al., 2013) in highlighting the 

significance of this species within the UK.  Honeysuckle 

retention (or appropriate planting from seed of local 

provenance) should therefore be another woodland 

management consideration for dormice within the UK. 
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