
A day in the life of a spinner dolphin

Spinner dolphins work the night shift.  They feed on fish and squid that, during the 
day, remain deep in the ocean but migrate to surface waters (upper 200 m) at night.  A 
study of spinner dolphin food habits and energetics found that spinner dolphins 
likely need to consume one organism per minute during their foraging periods to 
maintain their energetic needs.  Research suggests that spinner dolphins forage co-
operatively in order to concentrate the density of their prey.  

In the morning, after a long night of foraging, spinner dolphins return to the coast.  
Typically this occurs between 0600 and 0900 on the west coasts of both Hawai’i 
(Ke’alakeku’a Bay) and O’ahu (Maku’a beach).  The dolphins descend into rest; aerial 
behavior subsides considerably, the school tightens, movements become stealthy, 
and most time is spent below the surface.  Spinner dolphins use shallow coastal 
waters in order to rest.  The areas that are used most frequently are wind protected, 
typically < 50 m in depth, and have sandy bottoms (presumably to aid in the detec-
tion of predators).  During rest, spinner dolphins continue to move but typically in a 
slow back and forth pattern. 
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