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Partial wildlife remains found out of context cause much concern over the possibility that the 
unidentified remains may be of human origin.  Wildlife forensic scientists are often asked to 
identify unearthed bones found near human activity areas, such as new home construction, 
excavation sites, etc.  (See Figures 1 and 2.)  There have even been cases involving skinned bear 
paws that had been deliberately placed in public areas to startle those who mistaken them as 
human hands.  Gilbert (1993) suggests that paw bones discarded at taxidermy “dump” sites could 
also be confused with human remains.  Because bear paws and human hands and feet are similar 
in overall size and shape (Figure 3), morphological examination of the skeletal elements are 
required to enable forensic scientists to identify partial remains in cases where the skin and/or 
claws are absent.    
 
The illustrations used here provide specific characters that can be used to differentiate 
between bear paws and human hands and feet.  Figures 3 and 4 compare bear paw bones 
(without claws) and human hand bones.  Figures 5 and 6 depict these features as seen 
with x-ray. Although access to x-ray machines for analysis can be limited for field 
investigators (package scanners may work in a pinch), radiographs often prove useful in 
visualizing osteological features on specimens that still retain soft tissue. 
 
More information on bear/human skeletal comparisons can be found in the literature 
including Walker’s Wildlife Forensic Field Manual, which includes additional 
comparison to mountain lion (see also Orcholl and Hudson 2001, Gilbert 1993, Hillier 
and Bell 2007, Hoffman 1984, Klepinger 2006, Owsley and Mann 1990, Stewart 1959). 
Differentiation between species involves visual macroscopic examination of the overall 
shape and configuration of the skeletal elements and articulating surfaces (joints). The 
project required use of morphological standards of Ursus americanus (North American 
Black Bear) and Homo sapiens hand and foot bones as comparative reference materials 
and was conducted at the National Fish and Wildlife Forensic Laboratory (NFWFL) in 
Ashland, Oregon.  Photos by NFWFL unless noted otherwise. 
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Figure 1.  Skinned bear paw exhibits “finger-like” human features. Photo by Constable Timothy 
Anderson, Alexis Creek Detachment Royal Canadian Mounted Police (British Columbia).  
 
 

 
Figure 2.  Skinned bear paw (“palm up,” terminal phalanges/claws removed) that could 
easily be confused with human remains.  Note similar size to human hand pictured, and 
the diagnostic deep grooves that identify the distal ends of bear phalanges. Human fingers 
(excluding thumbs) have three bones (phalanges) in each finger beyond the palm. The 
remains pictured here have two (a hint that bear claws have been removed.) Photo by 
Constable Timothy Anderson, Alexis Creek Detachment Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
(British Columbia). 
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Figure 3.  Left:  skeletal elements of left human hand (Homo sapiens, palm up).  Note terminal 
phalanges, labeled as phalanx 3, are present (third finger “tip” bones farthest from long palm 
bones shown joined with wire).  Right: black bear paw (Ursus americanus, front left), shown 
without terminal phalanges/claws (except digit IV) to illustrate similarity in appearance with 
human.  Insets: see Figure 4 for close-up view. 
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Figure 4.  Insets from Figure 3. Left: Human 
phalanges showing slightly depressed shape of 
articular surface of first phalanx.  Right:  Black 
bear phalanges showing deep V-shaped groove of 
first phalanx, also clearly visible in the bear 
remains depicted in Figure 2. 
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Figure 5.  Left:  X-ray of left human hand showing relatively smooth flat shape of articular 
surface of first phalanx.  Right:  X-ray of left front black bear paw showing deep V-shaped 
groove of first phalanx 
 
 

 
 
Figure 6.  Left:  X-ray of left human foot showing relatively smooth flat shape of articular 
surface of first phalanx.  Right:  X-ray of left rear black bear paw showing deep V-shaped 
groove of first phalanx 
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