How to age white-
tailed deer by teeth

A deer’s age can be determined by its
teeth. Like people, deer begin life with
milk teeth, which are temporary and later
replaced by permanent teeth. The key to
aging is found in the cheek teeth, the row
of premolars and molars along the side of
the jaw.

Premolars sit at the front of this row. Young
deer have milk premolars that are replaced
by permanent ones at about 1.5 years.

The presence of milk teeth or permanent
premolars is often the first clue to the age
of a deer.

Molars occupy the back of the jaw. They
appear in sequence as the deer matures,
and once fully grown, their wear becomes
the main indicator of age. In younger adults
the cusps of molars are sharp and the
white enamel is more prominent. In older
deer, those ridges wear down, the chewing
surfaces flatten, and the darker dentine
shows more clearly.

By studying which teeth are present and
how worn they are, hunters and biologists
can estimate the age of a deer with
surprising accuracy.

Why we age

The Michigan Department of Natural
Resources ages deer and elk according

to tooth replacement and wear. There are
other ways to age deer, but this method is
more time-efficient to easily serve
thousands of deer hunters across
Michigan. This method can be used in the
field as well. With the help of this guide
(and a little bit of practice!), hunters can
use the tooth method to determine the
age of their deer.

The Michigan DNR relies on aging data

to better model age structures across

all of Michigan’s wildlife populations,

not just deer and elk. Hunters and
trappers are our best partners in wildlife
conservation. Without their efforts, wildlife
management in Michigan would look
very different; we may not have extensive
knowledge of Michigan'’s wildlife,
especially the more secretive species —
bears, bobcats and otters, to name a few.
The biological data hunters and trappers
provide through surveys and harvest
reports, and from simply being in the
field, allow us to ensure Michigan’s wildlife
remains healthy and sustainable for future
generations to enjoy. For that, we thank
you.

Sara Thompson, Wildlife Division Chief
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