
Humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae)  
communication and social behavior 

 
 

Why Care About 
Communication? 

•  Humpback whales are among the 
most vocal of baleen whales 
(Suborder Mysticeti) (1), yet their 
high latitude vocalizations are largely 
unstudied  

 
•  Vocalizations may facilitate group 

formation, group cohesion, and/or 
dispersion events – behaviors 
potentially important for maximizing 
foraging efficiency.   

•  In the past fifty years the number of 
vessels transiting the world’s oceans 
has doubled (2), accompanied by an 
increase in vessel noise. 

 
•  The impacts of anthropogenic noise 

on marine organisms are not well 
understood (3).  

  
•  As ocean noise increases, it may 

impinge on the ability of humpback 
whales to communicate.  

•  Comparison to baseline studies from 
pristine environments enable 
researchers to recognize the effects 
of anthropogenic noise. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Internships: 
 
 

Fifteen university students 
participated in month-long 
field internships in 
conjunction with this 
research.   

Interpretation: 
 
 

Our research team acted 
as interpreters of the Five 
Finger Lighthouse and of 
the research conducted 
there.   

Objectives 

•  Classify and catalogue vocal repertoire of 
Southeast Alaskan humpback whales 

•  Establish the relationship between 
humpback whale social sounds, group 
behavior and foraging behavior in the 
presence and absence of anthropogenic 
sound 

•  Examine potential impact of anthropogenic 
sound on vocalization and social behavior 

 

Hypotheses 
•  Humpback whale call types will vary with 

behavioral context 

•  Call rates, call volume, and/or call type will 
vary with environmental context 

•  Vessel noise will alter humpback whale 
social behavior including group size, group 
composition, and/or dispersion 

Significance 
•  Advance knowledge of humpback whale 

communication and social behavior 

•  Acts as an baseline of ‘undisturbed’ 
behavior against which future studies may 
be compared 

•  Provide insight into potential adverse 
effects of anthropogenic noise on baleen 
whales 
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Data Collection 
 
•  Behavioral observations are made via theodolite from the Five Finger Lighthouse tower 

•  Survey area is broken into 4 sectors and ‘scanned’ in 15 minute increments 

•  Observers record whale location, pod size, pod composition, behavior, and vessel activity 

•  Two hydrophones with -165dB sensitivity are deployed at 25m depth from a small zodiac 

•  Acoustic data collection occurs concurrently with behavioral observations 
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Follow our Blog! 
 
 

Learn more about the 
details of field research, 
analysis, and watch as the 
results unfold by following 
our blog.  

Spectrogram  
Call Analysis 

Figure 1. Humpback whale 
“Whistle”  

Figure 4. Humpback whale 
“Purr”  

Figure 2. Humpback whale 
“Dwop”  

Figure 3. Humpback whale 
“Moan”  
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