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Ontogenetic niche shifts and resource partitioning
of lake trout morphotypes
Mara S. Zimmerman, Stephanie N. Schmidt, Charles C. Krueger,
M. Jake Vander Zanden, and Randy L. Eshenroder

Abstract: Resource polymorphisms are widely observed in fishes; however, ontogenetic contributions to morphological
and ecological differences are poorly understood. This study examined whether ontogenetic changes in niche partitioning
could explain morphological and buoyancy differences between lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush) morphotypes in Great
Slave Lake (Northwest Territories, Canada). Morphometric analysis, buoyancy, capture depth, diet, and stable isotope data
were used in concert to determine whether (i) differences occur in small, as well as large, lake trout, (ii) ontogenetic
changes in morphology and buoyancy correlate with shifts in depth or diet, and (iii) a subset of small trout, putatively
identified as ‘‘humpers’’, are distinct from other morphotypes. Ontogenetic changes in lake trout morphology were associated with an ecological shift between benthic and pelagic feeding. Resource partitioning between lean and siscowet-like
trout occurred within benthic (small trout) and pelagic (large trout) habitats. The humper subset did not differ from small
siscowet-like trout. By combining multiple methods and an ontogenetic perspective, our study provides novel perspectives
on resource polymorphisms in large, deep lakes and on existing interpretations of stable isotope data from large lakes in
general.
Résumé : Le polymorphisme des ressources est un phénomène fréquemment observé chez les poissons; cependant, les
contributions ontogéniques aux différences morphologiques et écologiques restent mal comprises. Notre étude examine si
les changements ontogéniques de partition de niche peuvent expliquer les différences de morphologie et de flottabilité entre les morphotypes de touladis dans le Grand Lac des Esclaves (Territoires du Nord-Ouest, Canada). Une analyse morphométrique, ainsi que des données sur la flottabilité, la profondeur de capture, le régime alimentaire et les isotopes stables,
nous ont servi tout ensemble à déterminer (i) si les différences se retrouvent à la fois chez les touladis de petite et de
grande taille, (ii) s’il y a une corrélation entre les changements de morphologie et de flottabilité et les modifications de
profondeur ou de régime alimentaire et (iii) si un sous-ensemble de touladis de petite taille, présumés être des « bossus »,
se distingue des autres morphotypes. Les changements ontologiques chez les touladis sont associés à une modification de
l’alimentation, de benthique à pélagique. La partition des ressources entre les touladis maigres et les touladis d’allure siscowet se produit dans les habitats benthiques (petits touladis) et pélagiques (grands touladis). Le sous-ensemble des bossus
ne diffère pas des petits touladis de type siscowet. En combinant plusieurs méthodes et utilisant une approche ontogénique,
notre étude offre des perspectives inédites sur le polymorphisme des ressources dans des lacs profonds de grande taille et
sur les interprétations actuelles des données d’isotopes stables dans les grands lacs en général.
[Traduit par la Rédaction]

Introduction
In recently deglaciated lakes, adaptive radiations of fishes
are attributed to high intraspecific competition and open
available niches (Robinson and Wilson 1994). Resource
polymorphisms, defined as morphologically distinct ‘‘types’’
that use different resources in a water body (Skulason and
Smith 1995), are maintained by ecological trade-offs associated with use of the different resources. Parallel patterns
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across water bodies or taxa draw attention to habitats where
trade-offs likely occur, such as benthic and pelagic feeding
niches (Schluter and McPhail 1993; Smith and Skulason
1996; Jastrebski and Robinson 2004). Alternately, ecological
interactions can be examined within a lake with the goal of
identifying mechanisms that maintain morphological and
ecological differences (Schluter 1995; Svanback and Eklov
2003; Parsons and Robinson 2007). This study takes the latter approach and examines resource partitioning of coexisting lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush) morphotypes in Great
Slave Lake, Northwest Territories.
Great Slave Lake is one of five North American lakes
where lake trout are known to partition lake resources by
habitat depth (Eshenroder 2008) and is less impacted by exploitation (Low et al. 1999; Evans 2000) and exotic species
(Keleher 1972; Stewart 1997) than Lake Superior, which has
been a focal lake for studying lake trout resource polymorphisms (Lawrie and Rahrer 1973; Moore and Bronte 2001;
Harvey et al. 2003). Depths differ in ambient pressure, temperature, and light as well as prey available to lake trout
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(Eshenroder and Burnham-Curtis 1999; Janssen et al. 2007).
Compared with shallow-water habitat (<50 m), deepwater
habitats (>50 m) have low species diversity and are composed mainly of sculpins (Cottus sp., Myoxocephalus sp.),
opossum shrimp (Mysis relicta), and deepwater ciscoes
(Coregonus spp.; Eshenroder and Burnham-Curtis 1999).
Deepwater lake trout morphotypes, the ‘‘humper’’ and ‘‘siscowet’’, are hypothesized to have adopted deepwater feeding
strategies in response to density-dependent competition with
an ancestral shallow-water (i.e., lean) morphotype (Eshenroder 2008). Siscowets undergo vertical migrations while
feeding on deepwater ciscoes (Hrabik et al. 2006), assisted
by their low buoyancy (high lipid) tissue (Henderson and
Anderson 2002). Humper trout have received less ecological
study than other morphotypes (Peck 1975; Zimmerman
2007), but may retain a planktivorous feeding habit throughout their life history (Eshenroder 2008). In comparison, lean
trout are piscivorous, feeding in shallow waters below the
thermocline (Van Oosten and Deason 1938; Dryer et al.
1965; Fisher and Swanson 1996).
The relationship between resource partitioning and ontogeny is a rarely examined aspect of resource polymorphisms,
though an understanding of this relationship is likely to advance current understanding of morphotypic diversity (e.g.,
Parsons and Robinson 2007; Robinson et al. 2008). Depth
partitioning is a broadly accepted difference among lake
trout morphotypes; however, these results are primarily
based on collections of large trout (Moore and Bronte 2001;
Bronte et al. 2003; Zimmerman et al. 2006), and conclusions
are biased toward the ecology of later life history stages.
Small trout in monotypic lakes occupy deeper waters than
large trout (Martin 1952; Elrod and Schneider 1987), suggesting that depth distributions also have an important ontogenetic component. Body form is correlated with ontogeny
as well. Ontogenetic changes in siscowet morphology and
buoyancy are as large as the difference between large siscowet and lean trout (Eschmeyer and Phillips 1965; Zimmerman et al. 2006). Therefore, lake trout ecology and
morphology have the potential to be influenced by changes
with size and age (i.e., ontogenic niche shifts) as well as interactions among morphotypes (i.e., resource partitioning).
A combined morphological and ecological comparison of
small and large trout should disentangle within-morphotype
niche shifts from among-morphotype resource partitioning.
This type of comparison has been hampered by limited information on small trout, which are difficult to identify. In
this study, we identify morphological groupings of small
and large trout using geometric morphometrics, a statistically powerful tool for differentiating morphotypes based on
shape differences (Bookstein 1991; Zelditch et al. 2004).
Our morphometric analysis is complemented by analysis of
habitat depth, buoyancy, diet, and stable isotopes. By combining these multiple sources of information, we test the hypothesis that ontogenetic shifts in niche partitioning explain
differences in morphology and buoyancy observed among
lake trout morphotypes. The study was conducted in the
east arm of Great Slave Lake, where lean and siscowet-like
morphotypes were previously identified based on morphological measures of large (>43 cm standard length (SL))
trout (Zimmerman et al. 2006). Recent sampling in Great
Slave Lake included 15 putative humpers (Eshenroder
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2008), whose morphology and ecology are quantitatively examined in this paper. The objectives were to (i) determine
whether morphological and buoyancy differences can be detected in small, as well as large, lake trout, (ii) investigate
whether ontogenetic changes in lake trout morphology and
buoyancy correlate with a shift in habitat depth or diet, and
(iii) establish whether a subset of lake trout, identified as
humper trout, were morphologically or ecologically distinct
from the lean and siscowet-like morphotypes in Great Slave
Lake.

Materials and methods
Study system
Great Slave Lake, Northwest Territories, is a deep, oligotrophic lake. The east arm of the lake lies in the Canadian
Shield and is characterized by abundant deepwater habitat
(maximum depth = 614 m) and rocky substrate (Evans
2000). Lake trout were caught from the eastern arm
(Christie Bay) during August of 2001, 2002, and 2005 with
graded mesh gill nets (64–114 mm stretch measure) set
overnight for approximately 18 h and by angling with artificial lures (latitude and longitude coordinates for each set are
available by request). Of 30 sets, 4 were in depths of 0–
50 m, 22 were in 50–100 m, and 4 were in 100–150 m. All
fish caught by angling were from water less than 30 m in
depth. The shoreline has a steep grade; deepwater (>50 m)
net sets were often within 100 m of shore.
While among the better studied of Canada’s Great Lakes
(Evans 2000), limited information has been published on
Great Slave Lake’s fish community. Similar to Lake Superior, the cold-water fish community of Great Slave Lake is
composed of sculpins, ninespine stickleback (Pungitius pungitius), coregonines, burbot (Lota lota), and lake trout
(Rawson 1951). Sculpin species include slimy sculpin
(Cottus cognatus), spoonhead sculpin (Cottus ricei), and deepwater sculpin (Myoxocephalus thompsonii) (Rawson 1951;
Keleher 1972; Stewart 1997). Both lakes have a shallow-water
(cisco, Coregonus artedi) and deepwater pelagic coregonines (shortjaw cisco, Coregonus zenithicus) as well as
lake whitefish (Coregonus clupeaformis). Two invertebrates, opossum shrimp (Mysis relicta) and a benthic amphipod (Diporeia affinis), are also abundant in the lake
(Rawson 1953).
Morphological groups
The lateral image of each lake trout was captured in a
full-body photograph (Zimmerman et al. 2006). Digital image files were used to quantify body shape and head shape
with a series of digitized points classified as either landmarks or semilandmarks. Semilandmarks, though not homologous points, were useful to describe belly and head
curvatures (Sampson et al. 1996; Langerhans et al. 2003).
Body shape was measured using 16 landmarks and 4 semilandmarks (Fig. 1a) (Zimmerman et al. 2006, 2007). Head
shape was measured with 3 landmarks and 20 semilandmarks; positioning of these landmarks was based on a grid
that subdivided the area between the snout and the opercle
into 10 equally spaced regions (Fig. 1b). A landmark-based
geometric morphometric method was used to quantify body
shape (Zelditch et al. 2004). This method represents shape
Published by NRC Research Press
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Fig. 1. Landmarks (LM) used to measure lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush) shape. Body LM (a) were anterior tip of the snout (1),
posterior tip of the maxilla (2), center of the eye (3), top of the
cranium (4), posterior of neurocranium above top of opercle (5),
anterior insertion of dorsal fin (6), posterior insertion of dorsal
fin (7), anterior insertion of adipose fin (8), dorsal insertion of caudal fin (9), midpoint of hypural plate (10), ventral insertion of caudal fin (11), posterior insertion of anal fin (12), anterior insertion of
anal fin (13), insertion point of pelvic fin (14), insertion point of
pectoral fin (19), ventral surface of head below maxilla tip (20),
and belly curvature at 20%, 30%, 40%, and 50% of lake trout standard length (18–15, respectively). Head LM (b) were the center of
the eye (22), the posterior tip of the maxilla (23), and a division of
the head profile into 10 evenly spaced partitions (1–21).

as partial warps that are calculated from digitized coordinates. Partial warps describe a set of shape deformations
(2k – 4, where k is the number of landmarks); a biologically
meaningful interpretation of partial warps is based on the
composite shape difference between groups. Semilandmarks
were adjusted using a ‘‘sliding’’ calculation (Zelditch et al.
2004; Zimmerman et al. 2007). Shape variables were standardized to mean size prior to analysis (Zimmerman et al.
2006). The x,y coordinates were captured using tpsDIG software (life.bio.sunysb.edu/morph). Shape variables were calculated using CoordGen software, semilandmarks were
adjusted using SemiLand software, and shape was sizestandardized using Standard6 software. CoordGen, SemiLand, and Standard6 are part of a series of Integrated Morphometric Programs (IMP) produced in MATLAB6
(MathWorks 2000) and used for morphometric analysis
(www2.canisius.edu/~sheets/morphsoft.html).
Morphological groupings were identified from a modelbased cluster analysis (Fraley and Raftery 2006) using
MCLUST v.3 software (www.stat.washington.edu/mclust).
The models assumed an underlying Gaussian distribution of
the data set. This method uses Bayesian information crite-
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rion to select the number of groups most likely to exist, assigns individuals to groups, and calculates the uncertainty of
individual membership in a given group. Cluster analysis
was performed separately for head and body shape data and
was based on the first two principal components for each
data set. Small (<43 cm SL) and large (>43 cm SL) size
classes were analyzed separately. These size groupings were
chosen a priori based on earlier results demonstrating that
size standardization, necessary for further analyses, could
not be performed if data from small and large lake trout
were combined (Zimmerman et al. 2006).
Group assignments used in buoyancy and ecological comparisons were based on the model-based cluster results, with
the exception of 15 individuals identified at the time of collection as humper trout. Identifying characteristics of
humper trout were thin abdominal walls, eyes placed high
on the head, and deep mid-body profiles. A priori assignments were used to evaluate the recently published assertion
that a humper morphotype, distinct from the siscowet-like
morphotype, exists in Great Slave Lake (Eshenroder 2008).
Percent buoyancy
Percent buoyancy was measured as weight in water divided by weight in air (Zimmerman et al. 2006). Fish were
weighed to the nearest gram using a Pesola spring scale
(Jennings 1989). Weights were taken in air and then in
water. Prior to weighing in water, any remaining swim bladder gas was expelled via a longitudinal excision. The buoyancy measure accounts for all differences in soft and hard
tissue that affect the specific gravity of lake trout tissue
(Alexander 1972). As fat has lower specific gravity than
water, tissue with high fat content will be lower in percent
buoyancy.
An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) tested whether
buoyancy differed between morphotypes. Buoyancy was the
response variable, morphotype the explanatory variable, and
SL the covariate. Post hoc pairwise tests were conducted on
the estimated marginal means. Estimated marginal mean
values were adjusted for the effect of the covariate on buoyancy. Small and large size classes, defined by a threshold of
43 cm SL, were analyzed separately, as the buoyancy –
standard length relationship could not be linearized across
all sizes. The same size threshold was used to assign small
and large sizes classes in subsequent analyses.
Habitat depth
Mean depth for each net was calculated from nine evenly
spaced bottom depth measures. Depth was recorded while
nets were being set using a Lowrance X98DF sonar
(50 kHz in deep water, 200 kHz in shallow water). A twoway analysis of variance (ANOVA) tested whether depth of
capture differed between small and large size classes of each
morphotype. Interactions were examined with simple effect
tests that compared the estimated marginal means of size
classes within morphotype and morphotypes within size
class. Capture depths of the humper group, which consisted
solely of the small size class, were compared with small
lean and siscowet trout using a one-way ANOVA.
Diet analysis from stomach contents
Stomachs were removed in the field and preserved in 10%
Published by NRC Research Press
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formalin. Prey items were dissected from each stomach,
sorted, and identified as terrestrial insects, opossum shrimp
(Mysis relicta), benthic aquatic invertebrates, sculpins, and
cisco. Prey from each stomach were enumerated and
weighed by category. Data were reported for each morphotype as a percentage by occurrence, number, and weight.
Identification of prey items was taxonomically coarse because of their partially digested condition. Parts and tissue
that could not be identified were weighed separately. Wet
weight was determined to the nearest one-hundredth of a
gram after blotting surface water from each item. Lake trout
stomachs were examined from the 2002 and 2005 collections.
A logistic regression tested whether the presence of sculpins and coregonids, the two major prey times identified in
the diet analysis, could be predicted from the standard
length of each morphotype.
Stable isotope analysis
Tissues for stable isotope analysis were collected in August 2005. Stoneflies (n = 7) and snails (n = 6), representative of a nearshore, littoral production base, were handpicked from overturned rocks and logs. Opossum shrimp
(n = 13), representative of offshore, benthopelagic prey,
were collected with a zooplankton net. Benthivorous lake
whitefish (n = 1), planktivorous cisco (n = 7), and shortjaw
cisco (n = 5) were collected simultaneously with the lake
trout collections in graded-mesh gill nets. Grayling (Thymallus thymallus; n = 4), representative of a littoral omnivore, were angled from the Stark River inlet into Great
Slave Lake. Sculpins (n = 3) were dissected from the stomach of a lake trout caught in 90 m of water. Species-level
identification of the sculpins was not possible because of
their digested condition; however, the depth of capture suggests that these were deepwater sculpin. Sample sizes of
lean, siscowet-like, and humper morphotypes in this analysis
were 34, 31, and 15 fish, respectively. Morphotypes were
identified based on known characteristics (Zimmerman et
al. 2006) and were validated by this study (see Results).
Dorsal muscle tissue was taken from all fish species except grayling, where pectoral fin clips were collected. Soft
tissue was extracted from snail shells; other invertebrates
were analyzed in their entirety. Tissues were frozen at the
time of collection and subsequently oven-dried to remove
moisture (60 8C, 3 days). Approximately 1.0 mg (±0.3 mg)
of tissue was packed into 5 mm  8 mm tin capsules for
sample analysis. Carbon (d13C) and nitrogen (d15N) isotopes
were analyzed at the University of California-Davis Stable
Isotope Facility on a Europa Hydra 20/20 continuous-flow
isotope-ratio mass spectrometer. Isotopes are reported as d
values representing a deviation in parts per thousand (%)
from a standard; d13C or d15N = ([Rsample/Rstandard] – 1) 
1000, where R = 13C/12C or 15N/14N. Standard material was
Pee Dee belemnite limestone for d13C and atmospheric nitrogen for d15N. More positive isotope values (less negative for
carbon) indicated a higher proportion of the heavy isotope
(13C or 15N) in the sample. Seven percent of the samples
were analyzed in duplicate; one standard error of the mean
for replicates was 0.24% for d13C and 0.13% for d15N.
To account for the variability in carbon signature due to
lipid content (Kiljunen et al. 2006), lipids were extracted
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from a subset (n = 48) of fish tissue samples using a modified Folch method (Sweeting et al. 2006), and d13C was reanalyzed. Tissue was homogenized in a 2:1 chloroform–
methanol mixture and sonicated. Samples were then centrifuged to separate the remaining tissue and the supernatant
was removed. Samples were washed with ultra-pure water, sonicated, and centrifuged once more. The remaining tissue was
oven-dried at 60 8C for 24 h. Lipid content was the weight difference prior and subsequent to the extraction, expressed as a
proportion of the weight of the original tissue sample.
d13C values were compared between lipid-extracted samples and bulk tissue samples. The difference (D) in d13C
was calculated for each sample as Dd13C = d13Clipid-extracted –
d13Cbulk. A nonlinear relationship existed between Dd13C and
C:N ratio of untreated samples, which closely resembled
the Kiljunen et al. (2006) model. To improve the fit, we
re-estimated the parameters D (difference in d13C between
protein and lipids) and I (a constant) by iteratively fitting
the Kiljunen et al. (2006) model to our observed data until
the sum of squared errors was minimized. Our model slightly
improved the fit (R2 = 0.94, F[1,46] = 720.74, p < 0.0001) and
resulted in a relationship between the observed and modelpredicted Dd13C that was not significantly different than a
1:1 relationship (95% confidence interval of the slope of the
best fit regression line was 0.87 to 1.01). Modeling efficiency (Mayer and Butler 1993), a goodness-of-fit measure
(1 = perfect fit, 0 = poor model performance), improved
from 0.60 using the Kiljunen parameters to 0.87 for our recalculated parameters. Therefore, the revised model was
used to normalize untreated samples for lipid content:
ð1Þ

d13 C0 ¼ d13 C þ 5:195f0:074 þ ½3:9=ð1 þ 287=LÞg

where d13C’ is the lipid-corrected value of the sample; d13C
is the observed untreated value of the sample; and L is the
proportional lipid content of the sample calculated by
n

1 o
ð2Þ
L ¼ 93= 1 þ ð0:246  C : NÞ  0:775
Separate two-way ANOVAs tested whether the lipid-corrected d13C (hereafter d13C refers to the lipid-corrected
value) and d15N differed between size classes and among
morphotypes. To test whether an ontogenetic change in
isotope values existed, the estimated marginal means for
each size class were compared within morphotypes (i.e.,
simple effects test). As the humper group consisted only of
small trout, a one-way ANOVA was used to examine
whether humper trout differed from small lean and siscowetlike trout.
Unless specifically mentioned, data were analyzed using
SPSS version 12.0 (SPSS 2003). Data were inspected for
outliers and tested for normality (Kolmogorov–Smirnov)
and variance homogeneity (Levene’s test). Results were considered significant when p < 0.05.

Results
A total of 217 lake trout were analyzed. Fifty-nine of
these lake trout (28–71 cm SL) were caught in the 0–50 m
depth strata (mean, range: 10, 4–43 trout per set) and included 13 angled fish. Another 155 lake trout (26–73 cm
SL) were caught in the 50–100 m strata (7, 2–29 trout per
Published by NRC Research Press

Zimmerman et al.

1011

Fig. 2. Morphological groupings of individual lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush) in Great Slave Lake based on body shape of small (a) and
large (c) lake trout and head shape of small (b) and large (d) lake trout. Axes are the first two principal components (PC) calculated from
each data set; percentages represent variation explained by that component. Outlines indicate the shape variation represented by each axis
and were drawn from vector plots produced in PCAGen. Group 1 fish resemble the siscowet-like morphotype (open squares), and Group 2
fish resemble the lean morphotype (solid triangles). Asterisks (*) overlaying open squares indicate individuals assigned a priori as humper
trout. Ellipse centers are mean scores, and ellipses indicate one standard deviation for each group.

set). The remaining 3 lake trout (29–51 cm SL) were caught
in the 100–150 m stratum (1, 0–2 trout per set).
Morphology and buoyancy of small and large lake trout
For small lake trout, two groups were most likely present
based on head shape measures, but only one group was most
likely present based on body shape (Figs. 2a, 2b). For large
lake trout, two groups were identified as being most likely
present based on both head and body shape data (Figs. 2c,
2d). Head shape of Group 1 (siscowet-like) had a shorter
snout, eye higher on the head, and deeper posterior head region than Group 2 (lean) (Figs. 2b, 2d). Body shape of
Group 1 included a shorter head, deeper mid-body, and
thicker caudal peduncle than Group 2 (Fig. 2c). Although
small lake trout did not group by body shape, the major
axis of body shape variation was similar between small and
large lake trout (Figs. 2a, 2c).
Morphotype assignments used in subsequent analyses
were based on the above morphological groupings and are
hereafter referred to as lean and siscowet-like. Group iden-

tities in this study corresponded well with the lean and
siscowet-like groups identified from a previous analysis on
a subset of these data (Zimmerman et al. 2006; 100% correspondence for individuals classified with less than 10%
uncertainty). Small lake trout were included in subsequent
analyses if the uncertainty associated with their head
grouping was less than 10%, and large lake trout were included if their group assignment was the same for head
and body data or if the uncertainty of a group assignment
was less than 10%. Correspondence between head and
body groupings for large lake trout was high (98% for individuals classified with less than 10% uncertainty). Comparisons of the humper group with the lean and siscowetlike groups are presented last.
Percent buoyancy of siscowet-like trout was lower than
that of lean trout in both the small (mean ± 1 standard error
(SE), lean 6.1% ± 0.15%, siscowet-like 5.4% ± 0.19%,
F[2,39] = 4.01, p = 0.03) and large size classes (lean 5.3% ±
0.15%; siscowet-like 2.7% ± 0.15%; F[1,104] = 152.0, p <
0.001). The intermorphotype difference in buoyancy was
Published by NRC Research Press
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Fig. 3. Lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush) buoyancy as a function
of standard length in Great Slave Lake. Lean (solid triangles), siscowet-like (open squares), and humper (gray circles) morphotypes
are plotted separately.

three times greater in large than in small trout (Fig. 3). For
small lake trout, siscowet-like trout buoyancies decreased
with increasing length, but lean buoyancies were not associated with length (ANCOVA, morphotype by SL interaction,
F[2,39] = 5.7, p = 0.007).
Ontogenetic changes in capture depth and diet
Capture depths of small and large lake trout differed
among morphotypes (morphotype by size interaction,
F[1,137] = 6.4, p = 0.01, Fig. 4). Large siscowet-like trout
were caught in deeper water than large lean trout (simple effect, p < 0.001) but in similar depths as small siscowet-like
trout (simple effect, p = 0.41). Small lean trout were also
caught in deeper water than large lean trout (simple effect,
p = 0.003). Capture depth of small siscowet-like trout did
not differ from small lean trout (simple effect, p = 0.47).
Lake trout were primarily piscivorous; 68% of all stomachs contained fish. Lean and siscowet-like trout both consumed sculpins and coregonines (Table 1), although stomach
data indicated that several large lean trout had specialized on
terrestrial insects, and one small siscowet-like trout specialized on benthic invertebrates. Occurrence and weight of coregonine prey increased between the small and large size
classes of lean and siscowet-like trout. Mysis relicta and
aquatic benthic invertebrates were found in lake trout stomachs but were not common. Terrestrial insects included Coleoptera, Diptera, and Hymenoptera. Aquatic invertebrates
included Chironomidae larvae, aquatic Coleoptera, and Trichoptera pupae. Sculpins were mainly deepwater sculpin.
Probability of the presence of sculpins decreased
(Wald’s = 4.9, df = 1, p = 0.03) and the probability of cisco
increased (Wald’s = 4.3, df = 1, p = 0.04) with increasing
SL of lean trout. However, presence of sculpin and cisco
could not be predicted by the SLs of siscowet-like trout
(sculpins, Wald’s = 0.001, df = 1, p = 0.98; cisco, Wald’s =
1.56, df = 1, p = 0.2).
Lake trout were the most enriched in d15N of any species
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Fig. 4. Capture depths of small (<43 cm standard length, SL) and
large (>43 cm SL) lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush) in Great Slave
Lake. Lean (solid), siscowet-like (hatched), and humper (gray)
morphotypes are shown separately. Data are means and standard
errors. Letters (A, B, C) represent statistically different pairwise
comparisons (a = 0.05).

sampled from Great Slave Lake (Fig. 5). From lowest to highest, trophic levels included primary consumers (i.e., snails,
stoneflies), megazooplankton (Mysis relicta), planktivores–
benthivores (ciscoes and lake whitefish), and piscivores
(lake trout). Taxa that typically feed in nearshore, littoral
habitats (i.e., stoneflies, snails, lake whitefish, grayling)
were enriched in d13C. Taxa that typically feed in offshore
or profundal habitats (lake trout, sculpins, ciscoes, Mysis
relicta) were more depleted in d13C. Shortjaw cisco were
slightly more enriched in d13C than cisco.
Large lean trout were depleted in d15N compared with
small lean trout, whereas large and small siscowet-like trout
had similar d15N values (morphotype by size interaction,
d15N, F[1,60] = 4.08, p = 0.05, Fig. 6). When compared with
siscowet-like trout (both size classes), lean trout in both size
classes were depleted in d15N (morphotype effect, d15N,
F[1,60] = 3.88, p = 0.05). Large trout were depleted in d13C
relative to small trout (size effect, d13C, F[1,60] = 16.03, p <
0.001); this effect was consistent for lean and siscowet-like
trout (morphotype by size interaction, d13C, F[1,60] = 1.04, p =
0.31). Lean trout were also depleted in d13C compared with
siscowet-like trout (morphotype effect, d13C, F[1,60] = 3.98,
p = 0.05); however, this difference was slight and not significant within size class (simple effects, d13C, small: p =
0.08; large: p = 0.38, Fig. 6). One outlier, a 95 cm SL
lean trout, was removed prior to the analysis; the d13C and
d15N values of this large trout were greater than 3 standard
deviations from the mean values for the lean morphotype.
Distinctiveness of humper trout
Morphological, buoyancy, and ecological characteristics
of the humper group were similar to small siscowet-like
trout and differed from small lean trout. All 15 humper trout
were in the small size class; 11 were classified in Group 1
(siscowet-like) and the morphology of the remaining four
was not analyzed because of poor layout in the digital image. Capture depths and buoyancy (mean ± 1 SE, 5.5% ±
Published by NRC Research Press
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Table 1. Diet composition of small (<43 cm standard length, SL) and large (>43 cm SL) lean, siscowet-like, and
humper lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush) collected in August 2002 and 2005 from Great Slave Lake.
Morphotype
Lean

Siscowet-like

Humper

Size
class
Small

N
10

Large

26

Small

10

Large

37

Small

13

Prey item
Terrestrial insect
Mysis
Benthic invertebrate
Sculpin
Coregonine
Terrestrial insect
Mysis
Benthic invertebrate
Sculpin
Coregonine
Terrestrial insect
Mysis
Benthic invertebrate
Sculpin
Coregonine
Terrestrial insect
Mysis
Benthic invertebrate
Sculpin
Coregonine
Terrestrial insect
Mysis
Benthic invertebrate
Sculpin
Coregonine

Fig. 5. Stable isotope values for the Great Slave Lake food web:
herbivores (snails and stoneflies), megazooplankton (Mysis relicta),
planktivores (ciscoes), benthivores (lake whitefish, sculpins), and
piscivores (lake trout). Lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush) are partitioned into three morphological groups (lean, solid triangle; siscowet, open square; humper, open circle). Data for lake trout and
lower trophic levels (gray diamonds) are means and one standard
error. Lake trout data are estimated marginal means evaluated at a
standard length of 45.8 cm.

% occurrence
22.2
0.0
0.0
55.6
22.2
12.5
3.1
12.5
28.1
43.8
9.1
18.2
18.2
36.4
18.2
16.1
12.9
6.5
35.5
29.0
6.3
12.5
12.5
62.4
6.3

% by number
7.7
0.0
0.0
76.9
15.4
64.4
1.2
6.5
16.2
11.7
23.2
7.0
51.1
14.0
4.7
7.6
8.7
1.1
40.2
42.4
25.9
7.4
5.6
44.4
16.7

% by weight
0.1
0.0
0.0
16.5
83.8
0.4
0.0
0.0
6.4
93.1
2.6
0.2
4.0
25.4
68.2
0.4
0.0
0.1
10.5
88.9
4.1
0.0
0.0
56.8
39.1

0.36%) of humper trout did not differ from small siscowetlike trout (pairwise tests, depth: p = 0.42; buoyancy: p =
0.80, Figs. 3, 4); however, humpers were caught slightly
deeper, but had comparable buoyancies, than small lean
trout (pairwise tests, depth: p = 0.006; buoyancy: p = 0.11).
The d15N and d13C of the humper group did not differ from
small siscowet-like trout (pairwise test, d13C, p = 0.10; d15N,
p = 0.34, Fig. 6); however, humpers were more enriched in
d15N and d13C when compared with small lean trout (pairwise test, d13C, p = 0.01; d15N, p = 0.02). Sculpins were the
dominant prey item by occurrence, number, and weight in
humper stomachs (Table 1); however, the presence of sculpins (Wald’s = 0.08, df = 1, p = 0.78) and ciscoes (Wald’s =
0.0, df = 1, p = 0.99) could not be predicted from humper SL.

Discussion
An ontogenetic perspective to lake trout resource partitioning in Great Slave Lake provided insights into lake trout
morphotypic diversity not evident from comparisons of large
trout alone. For example, morphological and ecological differences occurred within and between size classes of lake
trout morphotypes. Differences previously noted between
large lean and siscowet-like trout in Great Slave Lake and
Lake Superior (e.g., habitat depth, body shape, and buoyancy; Khan and Qadri 1970; Moore and Bronte 2001; Zimmerman et al. 2006) were found to be associated with
pelagic feeding. In comparison, small lean and siscowet-like
trout in Great Slave Lake differed most notably in head
Published by NRC Research Press

1014
Fig. 6. Ontogenetic changes in stable isotope composition of
lean (solid bars), siscowet-like (hatched bars), and humper (gray
bars) lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush) in Great Slave Lake.
d15N (a) and d13C (b) are shown for small (<43 cm standard length,
SL) and large (>43 cm SL) lake trout of each morphotype. Data are
means and standard errors. Letters (X, Y, Z) represent statistically
different pairwise comparisons (a = 0.05). Note that siscowet-like
trout of both sizes combined are significantly enriched in d13C
compared with lean trout (main effect).

shape and fed in deep, benthic habitats (objective i). Small
siscowet-like trout had deeper head profiles, blunter snouts,
and eyes higher on their heads than small lean trout. Furthermore, resource partitioning between lake trout morphotypes
in Great Slave Lake occurred within, not between, benthic
(small trout) and pelagic (large trout) habitats (objective ii).
Finally, evaluating size-comparable individuals of each morphotype revealed that individuals previously designated as
humpers were not distinguishable from siscowet-like trout
(objective iii), a result supported by four independent measures (i.e., shape, buoyancy, depth, stable isotopes).
Ontogenetic niche shifts and resource partitioning
Ontogenetic correlations in the morphology and ecology
of lake trout expands existing paradigms on the role of resource partitioning in maintaining morphotypic diversity
(Schluter and McPhail 1993; Robinson and Wilson 1994;
Skulason and Smith 1995). For example, the existing para-
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digm for fishes in recently deglaciated lakes has focused on
benthic (littoral) versus pelagic (limnetic) feeding niches.
Lake trout use benthic and pelagic niches; however, based
on our study, resource partitioning between lake trout morphotypes occurs within, not between, benthic (small trout)
and pelagic (large trout) habitats. Different ecological tradeoffs are likely to contribute to the ontogenetic niche shift
from benthic to pelagic feeding we observed in lake trout
morphotypes, as opposed to benthic versus pelagic niche
partitioning at comparable ontogenetic stages, as observed
in other species pairs such as threespine stickleback (Gasterosteus aculeatus; Schluter and McPhail 1992; Schluter 1995)
and pumpkinseed (Lepomis gibbosus; Robinson et al. 1993;
Ackermann and Cheverud 2004; Jastrebski and Robinson
2004). Ontogenetic niche shifts in fishes are typically explained with respect to predation risk and gape limitation
(Werner and Hall 1988; Hjelm et al. 2000; Ward-Campbell
and Beamish 2005), whereas resource polymorphisms are
typically explained by differences in feeding efficiency and
competitive ability (Schluter 1995; Svanback and Eklov
2004; Parsons and Robinson 2007).
In Great Slave Lake, lean and siscowet-like trout shifted
from benthic to pelagic feeding with increased body size as
evidenced by the depletion in the d13C signature between
small and large lake trout. Pelagic carbon sources (e.g., phytoplankton) are depleted in d13C compared with sources of
benthic carbon (e.g., macrophytes; Hecky and Hesslein
1995; Vander Zanden and Rasmussen 1999). Diet data from
lean trout also demonstrated an increased prevalence of ciscoes in the stomachs of large lake trout, and a similar yet
nonsignificant trend in the consumption of ciscoes was observed for siscowet-like trout. A benthic to pelagic feeding
shift was previously noted for lake trout between 40 and
49 cm SL in Lakes Superior and Michigan (Van Oosten
and Deason 1938; Dryer et al. 1965; Fisher and Swanson
1996), a size range that corresponds well with results from
Great Slave Lake.
Based on data from this study, our conceptual model for
resource partitioning of lake trout morphotypes is as follows.
Small lake trout are benthic feeders that overlap in depth
distributions but partition trophic resources within this habitat. Around 43 cm SL, rapid morphological and buoyancy
diversification accompanies a shift to pelagic feeding in
both lean and siscowet-like trout. Lean trout transition to pelagic feeding by moving to more shallow depths. In contrast,
siscowet-like trout transition to pelagic feeding over the
same bottom depths and undergo pronounced changes in fat
accumulation and in mid-body profile facilitating diel vertical migration (Hrabik et al. 2006).
Although resource partitioning was most notable in large
lake trout, small lean and siscowet-like trout also differed
morphologically and ecologically. Small lake trout partitioned trophic resources, as evidenced by different d15N signatures, while overlapping in depth distributions. In this
respect, small lake trout differed from other examples of
benthic resource partitioning where species or morphotypes
occupy different depth zones (e.g., Arctic char (Salvelinus
alpinus) or lake whitefish; O’Connell et al. 2005; Power et
al. 2005; Kennedy et al. 2006). The d15N difference between
small lean and siscowet-like trout (1%) was minimal and
not likely to reflect feeding at different trophic levels, but
Published by NRC Research Press
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may represent differential use of sculpins, small coregonines, and invertebrate prey within deepwater benthic habitats. One explanation for the d15N results is that small
siscowet-like trout specialize on sculpin prey that are more
enriched d15N than small coregonines or benthic invertebrates. To further resolve the relationship between morphology and ecology in small lake trout, future study should
focus on the functional importance of head shapes related to
prey types consumed by small lake trout.
Depth stratification of large lake trout was associated
with different pelagic feeding strategies for each morphotype. Specifically, diel vertical migration is a characteristic
behavior of siscowet but not of lean trout (Eshenroder and
Burnham-Curtis 1999; Hrabik et al. 2006). Diel vertical
migration connects three trophic levels of the deepwater
pelagic food web including Mysis relicta, pelagic coregonines, and lake trout. High fat content of siscowets improves buoyancy regulation by reducing reliance on swim
bladder inflation as a buoyancy-control mechanism during
rapid ascents or descents (Alexander 1972, 1993; Henderson and Anderson 2002). A trade-off may occur between
lipid accumulation and feeding performance of lake trout
at different depths. High-fat tissue should offer a competitive advantage for pelagic feeding in deepwater habitats,
where prey abundances are low but available prey (i.e.,
deepwater coregonines) are high in fat. In comparison,
low-fat tissue may be an advantage in shallow-water habitats, where prey abundances are high but available pelagic
prey (i.e., cisco) are low in fat.
Depth partitioning of pelagic habitat is also observed for
pelagic coregonines (Koelz 1927; Smith and Todd 1984;
Eshenroder et al. 1999), a major prey item for lake trout.
Therefore, lean and siscowet-like trout in Great Slave Lake
are likely consuming different coregonine species. Unfortunately, we did not have an adequate sample size to compare
depth distributions of the two pelagic coregonines, cisco and
shortjaw cisco, present in Great Slave Lake, and the digested
state of most stomach samples obscured species-level identification in lake trout diets. However, cisco and shortjaw
cisco are known to stratify by depth in the Laurentian Great
Lakes (Koelz 1927; Smith 1964), suggesting a similar pattern of depth partitioning exists in Great Slave Lake.
Are humper lake trout morphologically or ecologically
distinct?
The ability to morphologically distinguish small lean and
siscowet-like trout in Great Slave Lake provided a valuable
comparison for the humper individuals, as all humper trout
in our study occurred in the small size class. Small size is a
characteristic of humpers in Lake Superior, which grow
slowly and mature at small sizes (Rahrer 1965; BurnhamCurtis and Bronte 1996; Zimmerman et al. 2007). Analysis
of comparable size ranges avoids confounding effects of ontogenetic shape change and actual morphotypic differences
on the study results.
This study did not support the existence of a third lake
trout morphotype, the humper, in Great Slave Lake. While
a thin abdominal wall remains an identifying feature of
humpers, these lake trout were not morphologically distinct
from small siscowet-like trout with respect to body or head
shape. In addition, the ecology of the humper individuals
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was not planktivorous but rather characterized by deepwater
benthic feeding also observed in small siscowet-like trout.
Our results further evaluate an existing hypothesis of lake
trout differentiation in large, deep North American lakes
(Eshenroder 2008), which proposed that humpers are a deepwater ancestor of fatty, vertically migrating siscowet morphotype. The basis of this argument was the notion of a
more frequent presence of the humper morphotype than the
siscowet morphotype and the presence of a humper morphotype in both of the lakes where siscowets were known to occur (Lake Superior and Great Slave Lake). At present,
morphological and ecological data from Great Slave Lake do
not substantiate the assignment of a third morphotype; however, this result may be modified by further analysis of life
history or genetic data of available collections or by further
sampling of the lake. As a result, the hypothesis on lake trout
differentiation should be revisited, an endeavor most appropriately accomplished by a quantitative, cross-lake comparison of lake trout morphology, ecology, and genetics.
Insights into stable isotope analysis from the Great Slave
Lake food web
Stable isotope analysis provides a valuable tool in the
study of food webs (Post 2002; Sierszen et al. 2006;
Schmidt et al. 2007). Our stable isotope analysis of Great
Slave Lake highlights some interesting patterns that are relevant for the interpretation of stable isotope data from large
lakes in general. Many aspects of the Great Slave Lake
food web are comparable with Lake Superior, which provides a reasonable comparison of isotopic signatures and
their interpretation. In both lakes, distinct trophic levels, in
the form of an enriched d15N signature, were occupied by
herbivores, planktivorous plankton (i.e., Mysis relicta),
planktivorous and benthivorous fishes (i.e., coregonines and
sculpins), and piscivores (i.e., lake trout) (Harvey and Kitchell 2000; Schmidt 2008). Siscowet trout were consistently
more enriched in d15N than lean trout in both lakes (Harvey
et al. 2003). Distinct nearshore (enriched d13C) and offshore
(depleted d13C) isotope signatures were observed in the
lower trophic levels in each lake. Similar to observations
from a broad spectrum of lakes, the range of d13C signatures
become dampened at higher trophic levels (Hecky and Hesslein 1995; Vander Zanden and Vadeboncoeur 2002).
In Great Slave Lake, d15N decreased as body size of lean
lake trout increased. This finding contrasts with the general
expectation that trophic position will gradually increase as a
function of size and age. An ontogenetic shift from feeding
on sculpins (higher d15N) to coregonines (lower d15N) may
have produced the d15N result and has also been observed
in Twelve Mile Lake, Ontario (Vander Zanden et al. 2000).
d15N differences between sculpins and coregonines can be
explained by differences in their diet. Deepwater sculpin
consume primarily Diporeia, supplemented with Mysis (Selgeby 1988), whereas coregonines have a diet high in Mysis,
supplemented by d15N-depleted copepods (Anderson and
Smith 1971; Harvey and Kitchell 2000). Although a shift in
prey type is plausible for lean trout, the lack of an ontogenetic d15N shift for the siscowet-like morphotype indicates
that feeding depth, as well as prey type, may have contributed to ontogenetic changes in the lean morphotype d15N
signatures. d15N enrichment with depth has been demonPublished by NRC Research Press
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strated for Diporeia in Lake Superior (Sierszen et al. 2006)
and was attributed to isotopic fractionation of nitrogen isotopes during particle settling and decomposition (Saino and
Hattori 1980; Sierszen et al. 2006). Results from our study
are consistent with depth-related isotopic variation of Diporeia and Mysis passed on to higher trophic levels via sculpin
and coregonine species, highlighting the importance of accounting for such variation in the interpretation of stable
isotope data in large, deep lakes (Sierszen et al. 2006).
An enriched d13C signature of siscowet-like compared
with lean trout in Great Slave Lake was inconsistent with
previous studies that suggested offshore (i.e., depleted) d13C
signatures were characteristic of deepwater fishes in large
lakes (Harvey et al. 2003). In Great Slave Lake, deepwater
fishes (i.e., shortjaw cisco and siscowet-like trout) unexpectedly had a slightly more nearshore signature than their
shallow-water counterparts (i.e., cisco and lean trout);
whereas in Lake Superior, siscowets and deepwater ciscoes
had a more offshore signature than lean trout and cisco
(Harvey and Kitchell 2000; Harvey et al. 2003). Lipid content of the tissue samples, rather than actual food web differences, may explain different results from the two lakes
(Harvey and Kitchell 2000). Lipids are depleted in d13C
(Kiljunen et al. 2006; Murry et al. 2006) and may therefore influence the comparison of the high-fat, deepwater
lake trout and coregonines when compared with their lowfat, shallow-water counterparts. Our Great Slave Lake data
were analyzed with lipid-corrected d13C values, whereas
Harvey and Kitchell (2000) did not make this adjustment
to their Lake Superior data. However, lipid extractions
were unlikely to be the only explanation for the different
d13C patterns between lakes, as a subsequent lipid-corrected
data set yielded similar results for Lake Superior (Harvey
et al. 2003).
An alternate explanation is that isotopically different carbon sources supplement deepwater food webs in Great Slave
Lake and Lake Superior. The steep bathymetry of Great
Slave Lake (most deepwater sets were within 100 m of
shore) minimizes the horizontal spatial distinction between
shallow-water and deepwater habitats, whereas the more
shallow-sloped bathymetry of Lake Superior requires deepwater fishes to feed at a greater distance, often many kilometres, from the nearshore environment. Therefore, carbon
settling into deepwater food webs in Great Slave Lake is
more likely to be from a littoral source than in Lake Superior. Littoral production is more enriched in d13C than pelagic or profundally derived production (Rau 1978; Vander
Zanden and Rasmussen 1999). Enriched d13C settling down
a steep slope may result in less distinction in the d13C signatures of deepwater and shallow-water fishes than that found
in lakes with shallow-sloped bathymetry. Under this scenario, benthic feeders in shallow-water and deepwater habitats of a steep-sloped lake, such as Great Slave Lake, might
be expected to have a more enriched d13C signature than
fishes feeding on a more pelagically derived food web.
In summary, morphotypic diversity of lake trout had a significant ontogenetic component linked with an ecological
shift between benthic and pelagic feeding. We suggest that
resource polymorphisms in lake trout are maintained by resource partitioning in both benthic-feeding (small trout) and
pelagic-feeding (large trout) stages. Using an ontogenetic ap-
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proach and multifaceted data set (shape, buoyancy, habitat
depth, stable isotopes), our results offer a new perspective to
a current hypothesis on lake trout differentiation (Eshenroder
and Burnham-Curtis 1999; Eshenroder 2008). We suggest
that lake trout show two types of resource polymorphisms:
benthic prey within deepwater habitats and pelagic prey between deepwater and shallow-water habitats. A cross-lake
comparison of lake trout morphotypes and the ecology of
small and large trout should provide valuable perspective on
how habitat depth, a third dimension to benthic and pelagic
niches, has contributed to adaptive radiations of fishes in
large, deep lakes.
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