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WEIGHT VARIATIONS IN BIRDS AT A FEEDER 
By Robert Po Yunick 

A number of reasons led me to begin weighing birds as a matter of 
routine at nzy-home feeder in early April, 1964. Among them was the fact 
that many identification texts and general texts on birds go to great 
detail to describe plumages, p1Ul1lage changes, measurements, etc., and how 
these are related to adults, immatures, males, and females, however, very 
few texts give much consideration to the weights or weight changes of 
these very same birds. Secondly, as long as I have been familiar with 
the evening grosbeak, its ways have intrigued me. Particularly I have 
been impressed with its feeding habits. The fact that at certain times 
of the day the birds flock to traps baited with sunflower seeds and at 
oth1:;1r t:un.es appear totally indifferent to the seeds, and are content to 
remain in the treetops calling and preening has nzy-stified me. It seemed 
that it would be of interest to investigate weight changes during their 
heavy feeding periods. It was of interest also to learn the weight loss 
of various birds during the night and how these compared at various 
seasons. Lastly, 1-re hear much these days about banding projects and 
this seemed to fit into that category. 

A triple-beam balance made by Ohaus, model no. 1750S ($20.50), was 
purchased. This balance has a capacity of 610g., about l.J lbs., and 
has an attachment ,,eight kit ($5.50) ,-Jhich increases the capacity of the 
balance to 26J.Og., about 5. 7 lbs. The balance has divisions to the tenth 
of a gram and the hundreth of a gram can be estimated. The birds were 
held securely m-a.pped in a polyethylene bag during weighing and the 1-reight 
of the bag subtracted from the gross weight to get the birds' weights. The 
weights were taken to the hundreth of a gram and recorded to the nearest 
five minutes of the hour. The 1-reights mentioned here were recorded beti-reen 
April 5, 1964, 3.11d Hay 15, 1964. Up to April 26, 1964, the times are 
Eastern Standard Time, and on April 26 and thereafter, the times are 
Eastern Daylight Time. During the period mentioned, 493 weights of birds 
of Jl species were recorded. This total includes repeats. Not all the 
birds that were captured were weighed, because time did not always allow 
measuring, weighing, ageing, sexing and banding of all the birds caught 
some mornings before work. lvhenever possible, however, birds "t-rere 
"t-reighed. In the future, added emphasis will be placed on the weighing. 

Some of the results presented here are preliminary and need further 
substantiation. However, they are indicative of a weight relationship 
with which I was not familiar prior to collecting these data. In order 
to substantiate these data, more birds have to be weighed, so that 
representative averages can be obtained. I offer this prel:un.inary 
information with the hope that other band.ors 1-1ho have the time and 
opportunity will become interested in what is happening at their feeders 
and start 1reighing birds. 

f ' 
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Due to the transitory nature of our feeder cllentele during Apru 
Nay, a nUlllber of the birds which were band.ed and weighed were not and 
recaptured. At present their weight c;ia.ta can be used only for cal.cul tin 
average s. Those birds which di d repeat am were reweighed offered so: g 
direct comparisons. Th~se are given in Table I. The speCJ.es abbl"eVia~ions 
used in the Table are given aft er -r.oo name oi' each species in the 
discussion which followso 

.b'VENING GROSBEAK _{~ ) - 88 weight s of 54 ma..1.es arm 29 females ,•rere 
recorded. One bird, 6li:J3Jll9, was cap tured three times the same day 
and showe<l an approximately six percent wight increase from 6:20 a

0
m. 

t o 3 p.m. Another bird. - 64-198)65, recaptured at nearly the same ti.me of 
~ as at its ?ri~~ capture, only four days later, showed a four percent 
weight change , rndicat~ tllat these birds' weights are not necessaI'J..l.y 
con::,tant at the same time of day from day to day. The most pronotmced 
weight difference was .found in a female, 6'~·-153096, whose weight increased 
over 11 percent between_ 6 a.m. and 10 :45 a.m. on two separate days, four 
days aparto The last bird, 64-140139, und.enrent a very small 1-1eignt change 
betvreen 9:40 aom. and l:J5 p.n1. of the same dayo 

Since the evening grosbeak Has one of the species that was handled 
most frequently, thus affording a fair sampling of weights, the data for 
all the birds were analyzed. The weigh ts on the males were collected 
between 5:45 a.m. and J:,3 0 p.m. from April 5 to April JO. The average of 
the 58 nia,1.e weights was 61.25g. (48.20 -7l.50g. range), while at the same 
time the average of the JO female 1-reights .ras §8.87g. (46.62-67.2og. range). 
The ,eights were segregated according t o sex and hour of capture, and 
averaged for each ;hour. When these ave rages vrere plotted against the hour 
of capture, the curve for the males like that for the females began at an 
ea rly morning minimum, reached a maximum bet1-reen 7 and 9 a.m. and then 
de creased, bet ·ween 10 and 11 a.m. to a minimum almost equivalent to the 
pre-7 a~m. minimum, and then sharply rose through noon and the early 
afternoon. iW l'irst impression '\-1as one of great suspicion. Some points 
on the curve 1,1ere sub stant iated by 15-20 or more wei ghings, but other 
points were the avera ge of only three to five weighi ngs and could be 
mislea ding. HO,,)ever, ,Jhen the vieight data for three other of the more 
commonly captured. species were treated si.'llilarly, each one displayed a 
mid-morning minim.1ll11. The sJ_ate-colored junco sho1red a minim.um between 
10 and ll a.m., the pine s:i.skin at d to 9, and. the .American goldi'inch at 
'7 to j_U. Ago.in the data on these spec ies sufi'er :t'rom the sa me inadequacy 
as the grosbeak data, namely that some po.i.nts on the ,-ieight vs. t:u:ne curve 
are the average or sometime too few weights. It is signii'icant, however, 
that eacll of these species displayed t his miru:mum. Hopefully dQring the 
winter oi' 1964-1965 enough ct.ata will b t: collected to conclusively show 
whether this minim.um is real, and ti' so, to what extent. 

At present, i.f all the data for the males and females are combined, 
the average pre-7 a.m. weight is 58.7g Ya• an average weight of about 
65.7g at J-4 pom. It would appear that on the average, the weight increase 



186 EBBA News - Vol. 27, No. 4 

TABLE I 

DATA ON REPEAT CAPTURES 
SPECIES BAND NO. AGE/SEX ORIGINAL CAPTURE REPEAT CAPTURE LlWT. %CHANGE 

DATE TIME WT. DATE TIME WT. 

EG 

RWB 

ss 

R 

CG 

MD 

WTS 

BCC 

BJ 

SCJ 

AGF 

PS 

64-153119 Ad.M. 
04-153119 II 

64-198365 II 

64-153096 Ad.F. 
64-140139 Ad.M. 

£32-89920 SAd.M. 

67-80167 Ad, U. 

632-89903 Ad,F, 
632-89912 " 

713-28829 
713-28840 
713-2 8854 
713-28847 
713-28826 

" 
II 

II 

II 

Ad.M. 

673-65615 Ad.U, 

32-153783 

105-97844 

II 

II 

11 713-28817 

108-28030 Ad.M. 

108-28009 u.u. 
i08-28 0 19 &Ad.F. 
108-28016 u. u. 

II II 

103-58780 SAd,F. 
103-58786 II 

105-97823 u. u. 
105-97799 " 

4/111/64 
" 

4/16/64 
4/12/64 
4/5/64 

5/5/64 

6:20am. 67.48 
It " 

6:25am. 63.65 
10: 45am. 59 .16 
9:40am. 59.75 

'7:10am. 64.40 

4/19/64 
" 

4/20/64 
4/16/64 
4/5/64 

5/8/64 

2;55pm. 71.50 +4,02 
3:30pm. 71.45 +3.97 
6:15am. 61.10 -2.55 
6:00am, 53.13 • 6,03 
1:35pm. 59.40 -0.35 

6:30pm. 65.40 +l.00 

• 5,96 
+5,89 
-4.0l 
+11,3 
-0 ,59 

• l,55 

4/11/64 6:55pM, 22.33 4/17/64 6:00am. 19,90 +2.43 +12.2 

4/15/64 6:00am. 72.80 4/23/64 6:30pm. 79.90 +7.10 
4/26/64 3:00pm. 80.00 5/11/64 5:55am. 71.40 • 8,60 

4/1 8/ 5 4 l:45pm.117.70 5/1 2/64 6:00 am .104.70 +13.00 
4/2 ¾6 4 6 :l0am,102 ,05 5/1 2/6 4 11 97.95 -4.10 
5/4 64 6:20pm, 98.85 5/8/ 64 7:00pm. 95,90 -2.95 
4/2 9 /64 5: 30pm. 11 '7. 65 5/1/ 64 6: 45 am . ll 2. 00 • 5. 65 
4/1 8/6 4 6:45am.132.85 4/1 9 / 6 4 6:20 am.132.65 -0.20 

4/21/64 5:00pm.153.67 4/24/64 5:00pm.157.90 +4.23 

4/26/64 6:00pm, 28.43 4/29/64 8:45pm. 31.73 +3.30 

4/11/64 6:30am. 10,84 4/11/64 7:20am. 10,92 • 0.08 

5/l/ti4 11 92,50 5/15/64 5:45pm. 89,03 -3.47 

4/25/64 6:15am. 23.81 4/30/64 7:00am. 24.30 +0.51 

4/19/64 
4/22/64 
4/22/64 

" 
4/5/64 
4/Ui/64 

12:45pm.14.76 
6:05am. 14.61 
5: 30am. 13 .66 

II II 

1 :0 0pm. 14,10 
8:15am. 13.20 

4/23/64 6:45am. 14.10 
4/23/ 64 6:15am. 14.38 
4/25/ 64 8:05am. 13.75 
4/26/ 64 7:30am. 13.54 
4/19/ 64 10:l0am.13.90 
4/24/ 64 6:00am. 13.05 

+0.66 
-0.23 
+0.09 
-0.12 
+0.20 
t0.15 

+9.76 
+12.0 

+12.4 
-4.02 
-2.99 
+5.09 
-0.15 

+2.75 C, 

+11.6 

+0.74 

-3.75 

+2.10 

+4.68 
-1.57 
+0.66 
-0.88 
+l.44 
tl.15 

4/5/64 
II 

8:00am. 13.09 4/5/64 9:30am. 12.87 -0.24 -1.83 
10:25am.14.15 11 1:35pm. 14.37 +0,22 tl,55 

See discussion for an explanation of species abbreviations. 
Age: Ad,=Adult, SAd,=Sub-adult, M,=Male, F,=Female, U.~Unknown. 
All weights ana weight changes are in grams, 
In determining weight changes, the morning weights were given precedent over 
the afternoon weights, early am. over later a•., early pm, over later pm., and 
early date over later date, 
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during the day, or if one prefers, the weight loss during the night is 
about 7g. This corresponds to an average weight increase of ll.9 percent 
during the feeding hours. Further weighing ,·1iil ctetennine this 
more accurately. 

REP- WINGED BLACKBIRD (mm) - 33 weights of 19 adult males and 13 
subadult males were made between April 10 and Hay 4-, 1964. The adu.Lt 
males averaged 69.8g. (58.33-73.65g. range ) t·ihi le the sub-adu.Lts averaged. 
65.1 g. (.5708-73.0g. range). The lighter adult males ,Jere as li ght as the 
lighter sub-9.dult males. One repeat, 632-89920, showed a 1.55 percent 
weight increase bei;i-reen 7 :10 a.m. of Nay 5 and 6 :30 p.m. on r-lay 8. 

SONG SPARROW .{§§J_ - five weights t•iere collected on four birds during 
April 11 to 25. One significant repe at - 67- 90167 - sho1-1ed a ueight 
change of 12.2 percent between 6 a.m. of April 17 and 6:55 p.m. of April 11. 

ROBIN ill - 23 weights on 15 females and six males during April 6 to 
Hay ll. Two repeats on females sho,Jed substantial a.m.-to-p.m. weii:rht 
increases of 9.76 and 12.0 percent. The females averaged 8_5.4g. (69.35_ 
90.4g. range)~• 78.3g. (76.2-81.6og. range) for the males, but more 
weights are needed. 

COMMON GRACKLE i£Ql - 48 weights on 15 males and 28 females durinl! 
April 5 to Nay 15. The males averaged 132.59g. (ll8.65-144.25g. range) 
witr half of the weights made before 7 a.m. The females averaged 101.Sg. 
(92.8J-12J.80g. range) trl.th 20 of the weights made before 7 a.m. The 
weight range overlap of the two sexes is slight. :2:xcept for the two 
heaviest females, all the females fell out of the male range. The 
repeats indicate some s:i!nilarity ,ti.th the grosbeak data. Two birds, 84-0 
and 8.54, showed weight differences of three-four percent for the smne 
time of capture on different dates, ,rhereas a third bird, 826, sho,-:ed a 
negligible weight change under similar circumstances. The two other birds 
show a.m.-to-p.m. increases, 1-rl.th the one of 12.4 percent for 829 being 
the greatest observed for any bird taken during the period. 

MOURNING OOVE (MD) - seven weights on six birds during April 5 to 
Hay 10. The one repeat, like some of the grackles and grosbeaks, shoi-red 
a nearly three percent change in ,-ieight at 5 p.m. on April 21 and 24. 
The few birds that t-rere caught fell into two weight classes of about 
125-1J5g. and 150-160g. 1:.ihether this can be associated with an age or 
sex difference remains to be seen. 

WHITE-THROATED SPARBOW (wrs) - 26 weights on 15 adults (irhite throat 
and crown markings) and 10 birds not in adult plUlllage (dingy throat and 
crown) during April 18 to Hay 12. Since the white-throats are knot-m to 
be partial to feeding at or near dusk, it is not unexpected that a bird, 
32-153783, caught one day at 6 p.m. and three days later after dark at 
8:4-5 p.mo sno wed an llo6 percent ueieht increase. Those birds in adult 
plumage averae;ed 27.4g. (22.15-Jl.7Jg. range), while those not in the 
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white adult plumage averaged 26.5g. (2J.84-Jl.02g. range). The very 
s:i1l:u..l.ar weight ranges suggest that perhaps if a la rger sampl.e of weights 
were ava:u.able, the t,,-o averages 1-rould be the same. 'l'he average of eight 
birds (four adults and four not 1n w~te plumage ) caught before 7 a.m. 
1-)as 24.65g., while the average of ll birds ( seven adults and fou r not in 
white plumage) caught after 6 p.m. was 28.30 g. The average difference 
of J.6,5g. corresponds to an average ea rly-a..m.-to-late-p.m. weight 
increase of 14.8 percent. 

BLACK-CAPPED CHICKADEE (BCC) - 11 weights on 10 birds during April 11 
and l~ e one repeat, 105~, showed a weight increase of o. 74-
percent during the 50-m:i.nute interval noted. The average weight of seven 
oirds before 7 a.m. was 10 .78g. (9.60-l2oOg. range), 1-mlle tne a verage or 
all 11 was 10.93g. (9.60-1 2o05g. range). In the latter average 1'Jas only 
one ~-ieight after 10 a.m. 

BLUE JAY .illl.l - 13 weights on 12 birds during April 28 and_ H1y 1,5. 
The l one repea t, 713-28817, vias the on.Ly bird in the Table to display a 
negative a.m.-to-p.m. weight change. The average of the lj weights, eight 
of which i-1ere pre-7 a.m., vias 91.JOg. (81 • .55-97.lOg. range). 

SLATE-COLORED JUNCO (SCJ) - 46 wei ghts of 45 birds of mi.."'Ced age and sex. 
The 1-ieights were gathered bet ween April 5 and May 12. The average ,,ieight 
Has 21.40g. (18 .25-25.2.5g. range) with 19 of the weights recorded prior to 
7 a.m. The one repeat showed a weight increase of 2.10 percent between 
6:15 a.m. and 7 aom. of t110 separate days five days apart. 

AMERICAN GOLDFINCH (AGF) - 84 weights of 79 birds of mixed age and sex 
during April 5 to :ray 5. The avera ge was 1J.82g. (10o4-17.53g. range). 
The weight range ,,-as much larger percentage-wise i'or this species than for 
aey other during this period. The sub-adult females (23 weights) averaged 
13.44g. and displayed the maximum 11eight range above. :Sight adult males 
averaged 1Jo77g. (12.9-14.95g. ra nge). The average of 34 prti-7 a.m. weights 
was 13. 7Jg. (l2o05-l,5.54g. range) compared to an average of nine post-.5 p.m. 
weights of 14. 9g. (13. 78-16.4.5g. range ) or a difference of 8. 53 percent o 
The repeats sho wed that the changes from 5-6 a.m. to 7-8 p.m. ranged from 
-0.88 to +1 • .57 percent; a change from mid...morning to early afternoon was 
+l.44 percent; and a change from early morning to shortly after noon l-:ras 
+4.68 percent. 

PINE SISKIN @ - 32 weights of 31 birds of mixed age and sex during 
Apri15to April 19. The average was 14.J4g. (ll.7.5-17 • .50g. range). This 
species, like the goldfinch, displayed a considerable .ieight range. The 
average of seven pre-7 a.m. weights was 13.77g. (12.10-15.9Jg. range), while 
the average of seven weights taken between noon and 2 p.m. wa.s 14.7lg. 
(1J.73-16.20g. range). No birds were captured and weighed after 2 p.m. 
Some of the species that were weighed were not recaptured for reweighing, 
however, some observations were made. 
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~-CROWNED SP.ARROW - eight weights of adult birds taken bet ween 
}Tay 11 and lJ at .5:JO to 7:JO p.m. averaged J2.95g. (29.02-J9.45 g . ra nge). 

BROWN CREEPER - five weights of birds of unknown age and sex. "\'!eights 
rec orded between April 18 and 26 at 12:45 to 6 :15 p.m. averaged 9. 2Jg. 
(8. L~.5-10.l Og. range ). 

~-HEADE D COWBIRD - four weights of three females and one male 
t aken between Ap1'il 23 and AprU 29 betw een 6:00 and 6:4.5 a.m. showed a 
f emale average of 39.98g. (J9o70-41.05g. range) with the lone male at 
56.80g. Possibly sOlll.eone who is swamped i,ith co1,·birds can check to 
detennine whether the average difference is really this large. 

~ SPARROW - 22 weights of 16 adult ma les and six adult females 
bet 1,;een April 19 and Hay 15 at all times of the day gave averages of 28.25g. 
(24.7 0-29.9Jg. range ) and 28 .85g. (26.00-JO.lOg. range), respectively. 

Lastly, just as a point of interest, it gave roe great pleasure and 
delight, despite all th e othe r work involved in taking and recordin" the 
weights given, to i-1atch a mal e ruby-throated hunnn.ingbird tip the b~t1 at 
3.45g. at 6:JO p.m. of 1-~y 8 , 1964. 

1527 .ftrron st., Schenectady 9, New York 
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msT l-Jli.:TS - H01..r TO G:ST THE;!1 

EBBA NET COl':!lMLTTiIB Members wishing to purchase nets are asked to send a 
stamp ed and self-addres sed envelope ( 4 x 9") for a listing of the nets 
now available. 

~: EBBA Net Collllllittee, J\'lrs. Eleanor z. To.ter, Chainna.n 
P. o. Box 111, Ramsey, N.J. 07446 

NETS §Qm BY ~ The Northeastern Bird- Banding Association imports 
nets as a servi ce to members and other netters. 

Write: S. A. Bergstrom, 37 Old Brook Road, l/est Hartford 17, Conn. 

BLEITZ \-lILill.IFE FOUNDATION As a service to scientific investigation, the 
Bleitz 1:Jildlife Foundati on has available a price list containing several 
new types of mist nets, net poles, and other bandin g supplies. 

Hri te : Blei tz Wildlife Foundation 
5334 Holly wood Blvd. , Hollyr ,iood 27, California 




