
 

Eastern Tiger Salamander 
Ambystoma tigrinum 

 
Natural History  

Description: Eastern tiger salamanders are large, terrestrial 

amphibians that burrow in moist soils.  Adult tiger salamanders 

typically grow to 6-8 inches long, but some individuals may 

exceed 12 inches.  This species exhibits a wide array of coloration 

and patterns from gray to green to black, with spots, blotches or stripes of yellow.  Their 

short, stocky legs and stout bodies are well-adapted for digging through forest soils. 

 

Breeding:  Tiger salamanders often travel long distances to breed at the same body of water 

they were born—an ability still poorly understood by biologists.  When a male salamander 

locates a potential mate, he nudges her and deposits a spermatophore (sperm packet) onto 

the bottom of the body of water.  If the female accepts, she uses the spermatophore to 

fertilize her eggs, which she then deposits on submerged vegetation.  The eggs soon hatch 

into larvae with distinctive external gills emerging from behind their head.  The amount of 

time spent in the larval stage varies greatly and is dependent on environmental factors.  

Certain populations of tiger salamanders never leave the larval stage and become sexually 

mature without metamorphosing, in a process known as neoteny.  

 

Distribution: Tiger salamanders are distributed widely across the entire United States and 

southern Canada, south to the Mexican Plateau (the widest range of any North American 

salamander).  However, they are not often seen due to their subterranean habits. 

 

Habitat: Tiger salamanders are less dependent on moist soil and forest cover than other 

salamander species, however, they require loose soil in which they can dig, as well as 

access to standing water in which to breed.  Tiger salamanders may be found in forests, 

meadows, prairies, and occasionally in gardens and yards. 

 

Diet: Tiger salamanders are predators throughout their life cycle.  Larvae eat aquatic 

insects, tadpoles, small crustaceans, and even other salamander larvae.  Adults eat insects, 

worms, and occasionally small vertebrates like frogs and mice. 

 

Lifespan: Wild adults may live for ten years or more, while captive individuals may live for 

up to 25 years. 

 

Conservation Status: Tiger salamander populations are generally secure throughout their 

range and listed as Least Concern. Threats to salamanders include disease, habitat loss 

through deforestation and the draining of wetlands, as well as automobile traffic and water 

pollution. 
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