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How to Identify Birds

If you see a bird that you do not recognise make some notes about it.  Answer as many of these questions while you are watching the bird and make some sketches if you can.  You could use your notes to identify the bird in a bird book.

Size

Estimating size can be quite tricky but try to compare the bird you are looking at with a bird you know well, such as a robin or a crow, or an object, such as a tennis ball or football.

Shape

Does the bird remind you of one that you know? 

Look at the length and shape of its beak.

Is it short or long, broad or narrow, hooked or curved?

If it is curved, does it curve up or down?

Look at the length and shape of its legs and feet. 

Are the legs long or short?

Does it have webbed feet, long feet, small grasping claws or talons?

Are its wings straight, rounded, pointed, broad or angled?

Is the tail long or short, broad or pointed, straight or curved?

Colour

Make a note or sketch of the colours and markings.  Start with the main colour of the head, body and wings and then note any markings such as wing, tail or eye stripes.  Try to note the leg colour too.

Movement

What is the bird doing?

Is it alone or in a flock?

Where is it feeding and what is it eating?

Does it soar, hover or flap, or fly with a sort of dipping pattern? 

Does it flick its tail or bob up and down?

Habitat

Make a note of where the bird is.  Some birds such as blackbirds and robins are found in many habitats but others favour a particular habitat. 

If you can’t identify it don’t worry. You will get better with practice.
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The RSPB speaks out for birds and wildlife, tackling the problems that threaten our environment. Nature is amazing - help us keep it that way.
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