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SOME LIKE IT COLOURFUL: 

Are female birds equally attracted to all males? 

Why are the males often more colourful than the 
females?

Are birds faithful? Which birds often cheat? Why do 
birds cheat?

Is there polygamy among birds of both sexes?



Source texte: Musée national d’histoire naturelle, Exposition "Geckeg Vullen"; Adaptation graphique pour schouldoheem.lu: Script & Joe Leiner.

Fussy females, extravagant males
Usually, female birds choose their sexual partners, 
while the males compete for the favour of the females. 
Males need to stand out and impress. They do this 
with bright colours, decorative feathers, dances and 
other amazing tricks.

Why are female birds so picky? Basically, it’s all about 
economics. Reproduction is a big investment. The 
female bird needs a lot of time and energy to form an 
egg, lay it and incubate it. Often, the females have to 
take care exclusively of the hatched chicks. Therefore 
it is important to select ’high-quality’ mating partners 
carefully. 

Extravagant males are thus the result of sexual 
selection: survival of the most attractive, so to speak.

What does she see in him? Female preference in 
partner selection
Charles Darwin already recognized that females 
display „aesthetic sensitivities“ when choosing a mate. 
In most cases the males that sing the impressive song, 
have the unusual plumage or the bizarre courtship 

behavior are the first choice.

Singing
In many birds, the male song is a sexual signal during 
courtship. However, the song characteristics preferred 
by the female differ greatly between species. For 
example, females can evaluate potential partners 
based on song speed, the presence of preferred 
sound frequencies, or a wide range of vocalizations. 

Magnificent Frigatebird
The Magnificent Frigatebird (Fregata magnificens) lives 
in tropical and subtropical regions of North and South 
America. Males sit on trees and produce drumming 
sounds to attract the attention of the females on their 
inflated, red throat sac. The faster the males produce 
the sound, the more attractive they are as sexual 
partners. The throat sac thus serves as a visual sexual 
signal.
 
Optical signals
Many males impress females with special ornaments: 
bright colours, unusual feathers or other elaborate 
body features. Similar to singing, however, there are 
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no optical characteristics that are preferred by all 
females.

The best-known example of an ornament is the 
impressive tail of the male blue peacock (Pavo 
cristatus). Researchers have been able to discover a 
connection between the length of the wheel and the 
male reproductive success. 

The male Long-tailed widowbird (Euplectes progne) 
has oversized tail feathers that make his flight rather 
difficult. An experiment showed that these apparently 
annoying feathers are the result of female mating 
preferences. Males whose tail feathers were shortened 
were less attractive, while males with tail extensions 
had significantly more mating success.

Colours
Many male birds have bright colours and decorative 
feathers, true to the motto: the more colourful, the 
more successful! The choice of mate can revolve 
around the yellow tone of a plumage part, the extent 
to which it reflects ultraviolet radiation or the redness 
of a larynx. Females of many species evaluate the 

attractiveness of potential partners by their pigments 
that make feathers appear yellow or red. These 
pigments provide information on the health status 
and performance of the potential partner in the search 
for food. It is therefore common in the bird realm that 
males and females of the same species look different, 
sometimes dramatically so.

Master builders
Not only bright colours and unusual feathers can 
impress female birds. The bowerbirds from Australia 
and New Guinea integrate architectural masterpieces 
into their courtship display. Females choose their mate 
by evaluating certain characteristics of the bowers and 
thus judge the quality of the male by its construction 
skills.

The nest of the Satin bowerbird (Ptilonorhynchus 
violaceus) is often decorated with light blue objects, 
which recently also include waste. The colour blue 
is rarely found on flowers or berries and the males 
therefore often steal the blue decoration material 
from each other. The owners of intact and richly 
decorated bowers have higher reproductive success 
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because they can prove that they were able to prevail 
against neighbouring males. They stole from the 
neighbour, but at the same time protected their own 
bower from theft. After mating, the female looks for 
another place to build a nest. The male doesn’t help 
with the offspring. 

Are there fussy males as well?
There is little research on how carefully males choose 
their mates. For example, there are populations of the 
Pied Flycatcher (Ficedula hypoleuca), in which some 
females show a white spot on their forehead. These 
individuals usually manage to raise more young birds 
than females that lack this spot. If males would prefer 
white-spotted females, they could get a reproductive 
benefit from their preference. Whether this is really 
the case remains to be investigated.

How does sexual selection work? 
If a body ornament or special courtship behavior 
leads to increased mating success, the genes for the 
extravagant feature are passed on. Only healthy and 
strong males can afford to carry around a heavy tail 
or show striking colours that attract attention even 

in predators. Why don’t traits become continuously 
larger or more colourful? With each generation 
the males become flashier until their chances of 
survival decrease significantly. The females do not 
change because natural selection still favours their 
camouflage. Large phenotypic differences between 
the sexes are therefore a sign of the work of sexual 
selection. 

Why the better mate is worth the wait (Why not 
choose the first mate)
Females can increase their reproductive success by 
improving the quality and survival chances of their 
offspring. There are five possible adaptive advantages 
that birds can gain if they carefully select their mating 
partner. 

Careful choice of mates provides genetic 
advantages
• Attractive partners provide genes for attractive 

offspring that will themselves have a high 
reproductive success.

• Attractive partners provide genes for healthy, viable 
offspring.
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Careful partner selection provides material 
advantages
• Attractive partners provide their partners with food 

or other resources.
• Attractive partners rarely transmit infectious 

diseases or parasites.
• Attractive partners can offer their offspring better 

care.

Sexy sons?
Females who prefer attractive males get an indirect 
advantage from their choice. This is because the 
genetic basis of the father’s attractiveness is passed 
on to his sons. The attractive sons then produce more 
grandchildren for the mother. 

A study on the Common Starling (Sturnus vulgaris) 
could provide evidence for this hypothesis. The sons 
of males who could mate with several females 
defended more nesting boxes themselves and had 
more varied songs than the sons of monogamous 
fathers. This advantage of careful mate choice is called 

the „sexy sons“ hypothesis. 

Good genes
The „good gene“ hypothesis assumes that attractive 
traits and body ornaments provide information about 
the genetic quality of the male. Only high-quality 
males can afford elaborate ornaments. By mating with 
an attractive male, a female can therefore pass on 
advantageous genes to her offspring. 

Sexual signals can be reliable indicators of individual 
resistance to pathogens. Males that successfully fend 
off parasites and other pathogens also possess well-
kept body ornaments. Since parasites and hosts are 
in an endless arms race of adaptation and counter-
adaptation, which brings genetic changes on both 
sides, the „good genes“ are constantly changing, which 
is why it’s worthwhile for females to be picky.

Males of the North American kestrel (Falco sparverius), 
which have bright orange skin over the beak, are less 
likely to be infected with blood parasites. Females who 
prefer these males decrease the risk of infection of 
their offspring.

GENETIC ADVANTAGES
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The males of the Great Snipe (Gallinago media), have 
an elaborate mating ritual. Between 5 and 30 males 
are gathering together on the same display area to 
impress the females. Researchers have shown that the 
males, which are most often selected by females, have 
a stronger immune system. 

Material advantages: The way to someone’s 
heart is through their stomach!
Fussy females can derive immediate benefit from 
their choice of mate by getting food, a good territory 
or nesting place and protection from predators. 
During courtship, the male brings food to the female, 
which helps them to form and maintain a relationship. 
It is particularly common in species where food 
resources are short-lived or difficult to find and shows 
the female that the partner is capable of providing 
food for the offspring. 

Male ospreys in British Columbia, Canada, feed 
females during courtship, providing the first important 
signs of their ability to provide fish for offspring. The 
more frequently the female is fed, the greater the 

likelihood of her laying eggs. The better the males are 
at fishing, the more often the young will be fed later.

A colourful hustle and bustle: The mating 
systems of birds 
The mating systems of birds are wonderfully diverse, 
ranging from monogamy (one male with one female), 
polygyny (one male with several females) to polyandry 
(one female with several males). 
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A fling with consequences.
In many species, males and females form a so-
called social partnership, which includes a breeding 
period. However, most of these partnerships are not 
really monogamous. Genetic studies have shown 
that in about 90% of all birds at least some females 
mate with other males. While males quantitatively 
increase their reproductive success through foreign 
populations, it is assumed that females increase 
genetic diversity and the quality of their offspring 
through cheating.

The common reed buntings (Emberiza schoeniclus) 
are masters of infidelity. This small bird nests near the 
ground in reed beds. Although both partners take care 
of the young, more than 50% of the nestlings are not 
the offspring of the social partner of the mother. There 
is a strong correlation between male investment in 
brood care and the degree of paternity. More parental 
care is usually provided in nests that contain a lower 
proportion of out-of-pair young. The frequency of 

copulation with the social partner is likely to give 
males an indication of female fidelity. 

Till death do us part... 
Rigorous genetic monogamy is comparatively rare 
in birds and occurs predominantly in some groups, 
which can reproduce over a long period of time, or in 
which partnerships are long-lasting, or in which the 
males play an essential role in parental care. These 
include hawks, parrots and seabirds. Females refrain 
from out-of-pair copulations because otherwise they 
run the risk of losing their partner’s investment in the 
offspring. 

MONOGAMY
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Keeping up the appearance
From the female’s point of view, it makes sense to 
have a socially monogamous partner around who 
concentrates all his paternal care on her offspring. If 
a male partner enters into partnerships with several 
females and produces offspring, he usually also helps 
to feed the nestlings of the rival. So why do females 
allow their social partners to „cheat“?

Those who come too late...
If they are late, it may be better to raise the offspring 
without much help than not to reproduce at all. That’s 
why they look for a polygynous male, whose special 
attractiveness increases the probability of producing 
attractive sons.

The Pied Flycatcher (Ficedula hypoleuca) is a cave-
breeding migratory bird that occurs from April to 
September in Northern and Central Europe. Males 
that already have a territory with a social partner 
sometimes try to get a second territory with another 

female. As soon as the latter starts to lay and incubate 
eggs, the male usually returns to his main partner, 
whose offspring will benefit from most of, or all his 
parental care. The second-selected female and her 
offspring are left behind.

Success is sexy 
Polygamy can occur when food or other important 
resources are unevenly distributed over a habitat. 
Some males manage to defend high-quality territories 
with valuable resources against other males. These 
males generally have more mates than males with 
inferior territories. This mating system offers females 
a compromise between resources and parental care: 
females in better territories have access to more food 
but receive less help from their partner.

The Red-winged Blackbird (Agelaius phoeniceus) 
is a North American songbird that lives in riverine 
swamps, wet meadows or fields. Some males manage 

POLYGAMY
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to defend territories that are particularly rich in insects 
or safe nesting places. In one experiment, researchers 
allowed females to choose between two neighbouring 
territories, one of which had no safe nesting sites but 
was defended by an unpaired male, while the other 
had safe nesting sites but was defended by a paired 
male. The females predominantly preferred the paired 
male. They were willing to share their partner with 
other females if they were given access to a high-
quality territory in return.

Who is the fairest of them all?
Probably the most unusual form of polygamy occurs 
at mating sites (the so-called „leks“), where several 
males compete for females at once. Within a lek, 
males defend small courtship arenas that the females 
only visit for mating. They can directly compare several 
potential partners at the same time and copulate with 
selected males. The most sought-after places in the 
lek are located in the centre. The males that manage to 
secure these places are highly attractive and females 
mate preferably and exclusively with them.

The courtship display in the lek is typical of some 
species of grouse (Tetraonidae), such as the European 
black grouse (Lyrurus tetrix), as well as the North 
American prairie grouse (Tympanuchus cupido) and 
sage grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus). The display 
behaviour includes gestures such as nodding, wing 
spreading, raising and shaking of the tail, stamping of 
feet and leaps in the air. In addition, the sage grouse 
produces characteristic sounds by emptying its air 
sacs.
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Pushy admirers: What you didn’t know about 
Donald Duck
The most common form of polyandry in avifauna is 
out-pair copulation in socially mated females. Females 
are believed to increase genetic diversity and the 
quality of their offspring. However, there are also some 
cases in which females are so strongly coerced by 
males that they are either forced to copulate or simply 
give in to escape coercion. The males of the species 
that display this behaviour have a large penis that can 
be pulled out.

Mallards (Anas platyrhynchos) are basically 
monogamous and form new partnerships before each 
breeding season. However, it can happen that females 
are forced to out-pair copulation by force, after an 
alien male has aggressively pursued the female. 
Females can also protect themselves from unwanted 
males by tightening their vagina so that it takes the 
shape of a corkscrew.

The drake’s penis, however, also has a corkscrew-
shape. It is wound exactly in the opposite direction. 
Although it can be extended at lightning speed during 
mating, the opposite windings make penetration 
more difficult. It is assumed that females only relax 
the vagina when they agree with the drake. However, 
the lecherous drakes are not always at a disadvantage: 
about half of the broods contain at least one chick that 
does not come from the male social partner.

If the male stays home...
There are some species in which the females mate 
with several males to ensure additional care for the 
offspring. This is especially the case in species where 
the males take care of the offspring while the females 
defend resources. Role reversal can occur when a 
species has small clutches of eggs, as well as young 
that immediately start looking for food on their own, 
i.e. when the costs of offspring care are relatively low 
for the parent bird.

POLYANDRY
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The gender roles of two Arctic waders, the Red 
Phalarope (Phalaropus fulicarius) and the Red-necked 
Phalarope (Phalaropus lobatus), are reversed. The 
males incubate the eggs and care for the offspring, 
while the more colourful females defend their territory 
and court aggressively for the favour of the males. 
Some females, however, leave their initial partner after 
they have provided him with a clutch of eggs and look 
for a new mate. They then leave a second clutch of 
eggs to the new mate. In order not to endanger their 
own reproduction, the abandoned male has no other 
choice than to incubate the eggs alone. To be sure 
of their paternity, the males guard the females while 
they are fertile. They seem to succeed in this: Genetic 
studies have shown that the incidence of out-of-pair 
paternity in Red Phalarope is indeed very low.


