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Identifying Birds in Flight 

When trying to identify a bird in flight, look for… 

 Wing Shape: How long and wide are the wings? Do the primary feathers splay or are 

they held close together? Do the trailing edges of the wings have a bulge or are they 

straight? Are the wingtips pointed, rounded or blunt? 

  

 Wing Markings: What color are the wings? Are there color patches on the tops or 

undersides of the wings? Are there wrist markings? Are there stripes, streaks or spots on 

the primary or secondary feathers? How do the leading and trailing edges compare in 

color? 

  

 Body Shape: What size and shape is the body when compared to the wings? How are the 

head and legs held in flight? What is the wing position when seen head on or from 

below? 

  

 Body Markings: Are there distinct streaks, spots or color patterns on the abdomen, tail, 

chest, under-tail coverts or legs? Are there any contrasting areas of color visible on the 

body? 

  

 Tail: How long is the tail? Is it forked, wedged, rounded or blunt? Is there a sub-terminal 

band or other streaks or bands? What overall color is the tail? 

  

 Wing Rhythm: Is the bird soaring, gliding or actively flapping its wings? How fast is it 

flapping? Is the flap rhythm changing? 

  

 Flight Path: What direction is the bird flying? Is it traveling a straight path or turning in 

circles? Is it hovering, diving or undulating in flight? How does the flight path compare 

to the wing rhythm? When flying straight, is the bird level or rocking side to side? 

  

 Sounds: Is the bird making any noise in flight? Is it calling? Do the wings make 

distinctive sounds? 

  

 Behavior: What is the purpose of the bird's flight? Is it migrating, hunting, hawking, 

gathering nesting materials, courting a mate or foraging? 

  

 Flock Size: Is the bird flying alone or in a flock? How many birds are in the flock? Is the 

flock traveling in a coordinated shape or pattern? Are the birds in the flock different 

species? 

While one quick fly-by of an unidentified bird may not yield answers to every question, knowing 

what to look for can help birders gather enough clues about a flying bird to determine what 

species it is. 

https://www.thespruce.com/what-is-a-primary-feather-385360
https://www.thespruce.com/bird-wing-parts-387365
https://www.thespruce.com/bird-plumages-387315
https://www.thespruce.com/bird-plumages-387315
https://www.thespruce.com/birding-getting-started-4127711
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Tips for Identifying Birds in Flight 

Flying birds present a lot of challenges for identification: quick views, poor lighting, distance 

and continual motion. It is not impossible to identify flying birds, however. 

 Observe familiar birds in flight first. This is good practice for noting the changes in shape 

and behavior between perched views and flight views and gives birders additional 

practice adjusting their optics to observe moving birds. 

  

 Be patient when watching flying birds. Over time, birders can develop personal tricks for 

best identifying flying birds, and birds in flight may cooperate more on different 

occasions by moving closer, changing position or otherwise offering a better view. 

  

 Don't try to identify every bird. While it can be tempting to take only quick looks at every 

bird in a flying flock, focus instead on observing one individual in more detail to be 

confident about an identification. 

 


