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The whale exhales underwater, releasing a cloud of small 

bubbles that result in one singular circular formation at the 

surface, used to entrap schooling fish. 

Bubble Cloud 
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The whale(s) exhale 

underwater releasing  

clouds of small 

bubbles that result in 

a concentric series of 

bubble clouds 

sometimes spiraling 

towards the center 

used to entrap 

schooling fish. 

 

Bubble Net 
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The whale(s) exhale underwater releasing 

clouds of small bubbles that result in a linear 

series of bubble clouds used to entrap 

schooling fish. 

Bubble Wall 
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When diving, the whale simultaneously hits the water with the fluke, typically 

one or two times, as they submerge. The behavior is often followed by 

bubbles surfacing and is always associated with feeding.  May be unique to 

the North Atlantic population.  

 

Kickfeeding 
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Whale surfaces 

rapidly  with 

pleats distended. 

At the surface, 

mouth is closed 

quickly.   

Surfacing may be 

on the right or left 

side (side lunge) 

or vertical.  

 

Lunge Feeding 
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Whale surfaces slowly with an open mouth, baleen visible, and 

pleats distended.  Associated only with feeding.  

 

Open-Mouth Feeding 
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More than one whale intentionally associating where synchronized 

surfacing/feeding behaviors are apparent.  Whales that are associated 

typically share a prey patch concentrated by one or more members of 

the group in a bubble cloud/net or formed during kick feeding.  May 

be for a short or extended period of time.  

 

Cooperative Feeding 
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With a mouthful of prey and water moving forward at the 

surface, the whale strains water through the baleen with a 

notable arch to their back beneath the surface while their 

head and tail stock are elevated and visible at the surface.  

Snaking 

WDC Ethogram 



Whale is at the surface, pleats  distended and mouth is mostly or 

completely closed. Water is visibly flowing out of the sides of the 

mouth.  Associated with feeding.  

Surface Straining 
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Calf creates bubble clouds or intentionally 

opens mouth at the surface while the mother 

is feeding. 

 

Calf may or may not successfully feed or 

strain water.  

Practice Feeding  
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• Calf repeatedly alternates surfacings from under 

each side of  the mother's tail stock, where the  

mammary glands are located.    

• Suckling is not visible at the surface.   

• Mother and calf are typically swimming with the 

calf maintaining a close position posterior of the 

mother's dorsal fin.  

 

Nursing 
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Excrement visible at the surface, may be a brown or reddish 

liquid cloud to reddish floating pieces depending on the prey 

source upon which the whale feeds.  

 

Defecation 
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Whale shows a notable 

arch to the tail stock 

and sounds, fully 

submerged and no 

longer visible for a 

period of time, it may or 

may not raise their fluke 

above the surface.  

 

Dive 
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Whale shows a notable arch to the tail stock, raises 

their flukes above the surface so that the ventral 

fluke pigmentation pattern is visible and sounds, 

fully submerged and no longer visible for a period of 

time. 

High-Fluking Dive 
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Whale shows a notable arch to the tail stock, raises their flukes 

above the surface where the dorsal side of the fluke is visible but 

there is little to no view of the ventral fluke pigmentation pattern 

and sounds, fully submerged and no longer visible for a period 

of time. 

Low-Fluking Dive 
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Circular patch of slick water that surfaces behind the 

whale as a result of the movement of the whale's 

fluke.  

 

Footprint 
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Whale is below the surface but visible, or there are 

consistent foot prints surfacing, in a specific 

direction of travel. 

 

Subsurface Swimming 

WDC Ethogram 



Whale maintains stationary horizontal position at the 

surface. Associated with resting.  

 

Logging 
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Whale intentionally propels 

their body out of the water 

vertically, further 

differentiated as full, half, 

chinslap, spinning and non 

spinning form. 

 

Breach 
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Whale intentionally propels their body out of the water 

vertically, with more than half of the body out of the 

water, typically spinning either clockwise or 

counterclockwise  

 

Full Breach 
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Whale intentionally propels their body out of the 

water vertically, with half or less of the body out of 

the water, typically spinning either clockwise or 

counterclockwise  

 

Half Breach 
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Whale intentionally propels their 

body out of the water vertically in 

a half or full breach spinning in a 

clockwise or counterclockwise 

direction before landing.  

 

Spinning Breach 
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Whale intentionally propels 

their body out of the water 

vertically  in a half or full 

breach landing on their 

back or side with no 

spinning occurring. 

 

Non Spinning Breach 
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Whale intentionally propels their body out of the 

water vertically  without spinning and its ventral side 

directly making contact with the water surface, 

comparable to a human "belly flop". 

 

Chin Slap Breach 



Whale either surfaces tail 

first or is horizontal in the 

water and forcefully throws 

their tail stock laterally out 

of the water. 

 

Tail Breach 
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Whale maintains a horizontal position in the water, 

dorsal side visible at the surface and repeatedly 

slaps their fluke onto the water's surface. 

 

Lobtailing 
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Inverted Lobtailing 
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Whale maintains a 

horizontal position 

in the water, 

ventral side visible 

at the surface and  

repeatedly slaps 

their fluke onto 

the water's 

surface.  
 



Whale intentionally breaks the 

surface tail first and maintains a 

posture with the tail remaining 

perpendicular to the water surface 

before submerging.  

 

Head Stand 
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Whale intentionally breaks the surface tail first with 

head/blow hole surfacing last. 

 

Tail First Surfacing 

WDC Ethogram 



The act of using the pectoral 

flippers to slap the water's 

surface, may individually use 

the right or left flipper, 

alternate between each, or use 

both.  

 

Flipper Slapping 
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Whale intentionally surfaces head first 

either at an angle or vertically, rostrum 

visible, mouth closed and typically reverses 

in a similar pattern. 

 

Spy Hopping 
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Whale(s) intentionally approaches a stationary vessel and exhibits 

behaviors associated with awareness of the vessel, often choosing to 

maintain an association for a period of time.   

 

Close Approach 
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During the association, 

whale(s) may engage in 

additional activities 

such as circling or 

diving under the vessel, 

spy hopping, flipper 

slapping, lobtailing, tail 

breaching and/or other 

surface display 

behaviors. 

 



Whale is horizontal and rotates their body 

partially or completely at the surface.   

Not typically associated with feeding. 

 

Rolling 
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One or more whales intentionally maintaining close 

proximity and coordinating surfacings and other 

behaviors. 

Associated  
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Whale intentionally engages with an inanimate 

object other than a vessel (ex: sea weed, marine 

debris). 

Object Play 
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Intentionally audible exhalation resembling the 

sound of an elephant “trumpeting” 

Trumpeting 
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Intentional exhalation beneath the surface that 

results in a stream or series of bubbles, not 

associated with feeding 

Bubble Streaming 
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Whale intentionally moves away from object which 

may include a change in heading, speed, behavior, 

or dive duration.  

Avoidance 
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