
 
 

Topic: clouded leopard communication behaviour  

 

Topic Summary   

Communication is a complex behaviour in clouded leopards, and is likely composed of visual, 

olfactory, and acoustic signals, many of which are unknown or understudied. Communication is likely 

used to express information to other clouded leopards, or to assist the signaller in understanding and 

remembering things about their habitat and environment (Palmores et al., 2018; Peters, 2002). Some 

signals may be used together, however the evidence for this is lacking and the purpose of many signals 

is unknown. For example, scent-marking is potentially used for specific purposes such as marking home 

ranges or areas of optimal habitat (Palomares et al., 2018), however the use of acoustic signals is less 

established (Peters & Tonkin, 1999; Hast, 1988). Most of the data collected on their communication 

behaviour is from camera trap records of wild cats or observations of captive cats. Some audio 

recordings and sonograms for vocalizations exist as well. Captive studies exist, but have proven 

ineffective, with the cats being aggressive towards each other, which is likely unrepresentative of their 

interactions in the wild (Hunter, 2015). Comparative studies using other species of solitary have also 

proven useful (Allen et al., 2016; Palomares et al., 2018). 

While camera trap studies have established new insights on their behaviours including the 

discovery of tail wrapping, a potential behaviour associated with scent marking (Allen et al., 2016), these 

studies are also difficult to use because clouded leopards are solitary felids that live primarily in dense 

forest habitats in understudied regions of Southeast Asia (Chiang, 2017; Rabinowitz et al.,1987). As such, 

most of their ecology and behaviour has yet to be studied. A study by Tanner et al. (2012) used captive 

clouded leopards to examine ways to enhance data collected at camera trap sites by prolonging site 

visitation to get better quality images. They studied several visual and scent attractants commonly used 

for other carnivore species, and found that the combination of turkey feathers and predator-survey 

scent disks resulted in the longest site stays. If tested successfully in the wild, this method could 

enhance the current knowledge of clouded leopards, including their behaviour (Tanner et al., 2012). 

Given the solitary nature of clouded leopards, they likely exhibit behaviours similar to that of 

other solitary felids, especially members of Panthera, whom they share an evolutionary lineage with 

(Allen et al., 2016; Palomares et al., 2018). Previous studies of other felids have shown there are many 

similarities in behaviours of solitary cats, and as such, clouded leopards may exhibit these features (Allen 

et al., 2016; Palomares et al., 2018). This includes their sensory modalities towards communication, as 

this is essentially unstudied within clouded leopards, but may be similar to other felids. Phylogenetic 

analysis shows that within Panthera, they are most closely related to snow leopards, which is supported 

by both observational and morphological analysis of the larynx structure and acoustics (Hast, 1988; 

Peters & Tonkin, 1999). Clouded leopards also use scent marking behaviours similar to that of snow 

leopards (Allen et al., 2016). 

 Clouded leopards use similar close-range vocalizations to the three earliest members the 

Panthera genus, snow leopards, tigers, and jaguars, which differs from the other two members and the 

small cats, although the purpose of this form of communication remains unknown (Peters & Tonkin, 

1999). They are not thought to use purring, a specialized form of communication found within all cat 

species except members of Panthera (Peters, 2002). Purring is likely a basal form of communication that 



 
 

may be found in species of cat-like carnivores, although more evidence is needed to make accurate 

conclusions (Peters, 2002). Additionally, like many felids that live in dense forest habitats, clouded 

leopards have white ear spots, which are thought to potentially aid in enhancing ear movement signals 

for intraspecific communication, however, this is a new and greatly understudied idea (Galván, 2020).  

Further examination of their ecology and interactions would be beneficial in determining the 

context of the behaviour. As well, while it is known that clouded leopards use different communication 

behaviours in association with scent marking (Allen et al., 2016), the purpose of these behaviors is 

unknown and future studies would lead to a better understanding of communication in clouded 

leopards and solitary felids given this is an understudied field. 

 

References 

Allen, M. L., Wittmer, H. U., Setiawan, E., Jaffe, S., & Marshall, A. J. (2016). Scent marking in Sunda 

clouded leopards (Neofelis diardi): Novel observations close a key gap in understanding felid 

communication behaviours. Scientific Reports, 6(1), 35433. https://doi.org/10.1038/srep35433 

Chiang, P.J. (2017). A review of our current knowledge of clouded leopards (Neofelis nebulosa). 

International Journal of Avian & Wildlife Biology, 2(5), 148-154. 

https://doi.org/10.15406/ijawb.2017.02.00032 

Galván, I. (2020). Correlated evolution of white spots on ears and closed habitat preferences in felids. 

Journal of Mammalian Evolution, 27(3), 519–523. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10914-019-09464-x 

Hast, M.H. (1988). The larynx of roaring and non-roaring cats. Journal of Anatomy, 163, 117-121. 

Hunter, L. (2015). Wild cats of the world. Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, New York. 

Palomares, F., González-Borrajo, N., Chávez, C., Rubio, Y., Verdade, L. M., Monsa, R., Harmsen, B., 

Adrados, B., & Zanin, M. (2018). Scraping marking behaviour of the largest Neotropical felids. 

PeerJ, 6, e4983. https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.4983 

Peters, G. (2002). Purring and similar vocalizations in mammals. Mammal Review, 32(4), 245–271. 

https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2907.2002.00113.x 

Peters, G., & Tonkin-Leyhausen, B. A. (1999). Evolution of acoustic communication signals of mammals: 

friendly close-range vocalizations in Felidae (Carnivora). Journal of Mammalian Evolution, 6(2), 

129–159. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1020620121416 

Rabinowitz, A., Andau, P., & Chai, P. P. K. (1987). The clouded leopard in Malaysian Borneo. Oryx, 21(2), 

107–111. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605300026648 

Tanner, D., & Zimmerman, P. (2012). Optimal attractants to increase visits by clouded leopards to 

remote-camera sets. Wildlife Society Bulletin, 36(3), 594–599. https://doi.org/10.1002/wsb.160  

https://doi.org/10.1038/srep35433
https://doi.org/10.15406/ijawb.2017.02.00032
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10914-019-09464-x
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.4983
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2907.2002.00113.x
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1020620121416
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605300026648
https://doi.org/10.1002/wsb.160

