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Introduction

Learning about developmental landmarks of 
behavior is essential to understanding the natural 
history of a species.  It was the goal of this project 
to assess age-related changes in the behavior of a 
single female killer whale born at Marineland of 
Canada.

Discussion:
At least three benefits can accrue from the provision of normative data of this type. 

1. The developmental time course of young animals can open a window into the natural history of a species.  
For example, the early continuous swimming of this calf conforms to observations made elsewhere and 
seems to suggest that it is normal for newborn orcas to not sleep at all for many days. 

2. Wildlife researchers might use such data in gauging the age of young animals which they observe. For 
example, based on our data, a wild calf observed more than momentarily in a ventral up position might be 
inferred to be older than 31 weeks.  

3. Such findings can establish landmarks of development against which the staff of seaquariums can 
appraise the wellbeing of subsequent newborns.  For example, if a new calf failed to increase the frequency 
with which it performed inverted swimming after 31 weeks of age, the seaquarium involved might 
reasonably infer that the calf is not developing properly.

Results:

The calf was observed in a normal, dorsal-up 
position 81% of the time during the first 31 weeks 
of age. That proportion then dropped to 60% as 
she rather suddenly came to adopt alternative 
body orientations (X(1)=18.1, p<.001) (Figure 1).  

The neonatal whale was in almost continuous 
motion for the first 10 weeks of life. There was 
then a dramatic decrease in swimming speed with 
increasing age, while, conversely, the proportion of 
time spent without forward motion gradually 
increased from 3% to 35% (r(26)=0.516, p<.01) 
(Figure 2). 

Methods:
A new killer whale (Orcinus orca) of Icelandic stock 
was born at Marineland in August 2004.  The 
swimming speed and orientation of the new calf 
were sampled in real time every minute over ten 
minute sessions, conducted twice weekly every 
other month for ten months. 
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Figure 2: Calf Swimming Speed by Age
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Figure 1:  Body Orientation by Age
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