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PINE SISKINS - Some Observations on 
Color, Size, and Sex 
By Elinor G. McEntee 

Is it possible to distinguish bet~een male and female, and adult 
and first winter Pine Siskins (Spinus ~inus ) by the extent and intensity 
of the yellow in their wings? 

Dwights ' s Sequence o~ Plumages and Moults and Roberts' Bi r ds of 
;Minnesota both aote that in adult ID.ale -Pi ne Siskins the yellow on the 
flight f eat hers is mor e intense and extensive tha.~ in the females. I 
have f ound, however, among 902 Pi ne Siskins banded and ~lng measured in 
recent years that there are two distinct cl assifications of birds with 
extensive yellow in the wings - those with intense yellow and those with 
pale yell ow. Are these both males and is the di f ference age, or, more 
int erestin gly, could one be ma.le and one female? 

The wing measurements for tho3e with ext ensive bright yelloN -
hereafter called Group A - extends fro:11 67mm to 78Jrun, a wide variance; 
for those with extensive pale yellm1 - hereafter called Group C - the 
variance is from 68mm to 75mm, with the largest number in Group A ( see 
Table) measuring 73mm and in Group C, 7J.J'lm. Is this ~nm difference 
significant? 

It might be interesting to note here that among all Pine Siskins 
there is a small group, approximately 1%, which is outstandingly beauti
ful with very intense and extensive yellow in both wings and tail, and 
very noticeable yellow on the rump, back, etc. In most instances these 
birds measure 76rmn or larger, and some even feel noticeably larger in 
the hand. 

The remaining birds not fitting in Groups A or C have been divided 
into two additional groups. Group B includes birds with small amounts of 
yellow in the wing, but of fairly bright intensity, and Group D includes 
the birds exhibiting small amounts of very pale yello~. 

Of the 471 birds with pale yellow (both narrow and wide) the greatest 
number have wing measurements of 70-72m:m (see Table), whereas among the 
431 with bright yallm1 (both narrow and wide) the greatest number measure 
72-74ID,ID.. This could mean, if size is significant, that the birds with 
bright yellow, whether wide or narrow, are males, and those with pale 
yellow are females, since almo3t 75% of the pale yellow birds are 
actually 71nm or smaller, and approximately 70% of the bright yellow 
birds are 72mm or larger. Possibly the extensive ;;ellow, both bright and 
pale, appears after the first post-iluptial molt and the birds with narrow, 
or limited, yellow are yo:mger birds (first winter as we see them here). 
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I t will be note d th at there are only 112 samples in Group B (possi
ble young males) a.ad 290 samples in Group D (po ssi ble young femal es)_ a 
wide diffe r ence. The only explan ati on here might be that in classifying 
Group B vs. Group A the dividing line between wide and narrow is more 
difficult to determine than in Group D vs. Group C. where the totals 290 
to 181, seem in better balance. The total number of 431 bright yell~w 
birds, however, compares satisf actorily with the 471 t otal for all 1 
yellow birds. pa e 

In some cases the limi t ed yello w, both pale and bright does not 
~ven ext end belo w the pr imar y or seco ndary covert s , but in ~th er birds 
1~ may ext ehd below sec ondary covert s only, while i n sti ll ot hers it is 
vi sible below bot h t he coverts, but only nar rowl y . 

Summ.9.ry. If wing measur ements a.re significant - t he l arg er being 
~e -s , . the smal ler female s - the ,n ext,ent of yellow may denote age, while 
1ntens1ti of ye llow may denot e sex . Bright yellow would be males pale 
yellow females . Those with extensive :!2,right yello w in the win gs ~oul d be 
adul t males (a t least 2nd ~ter as we see them her e) and th ose with 
limi t e~ bright yellow, young males (probably 1st wint er ). Bir ds with 
extensive pale yellow would be adult females , and those with l imi t ed 
pal e ye llo w, young or first wint er f emales. 
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Table I - PINE SISKIN GROUP CLASSIFICATIONS AND 
WING MEASUREMENTS 

Cl ass 1- Wini:r: Mea,surements 
fication o? 6tl 69 70 71 72 73 74 75 
& Total mm mm mm mm mm mm mm mm mm 

Group A 2 3 9 34 41 59 65 59 30 
319 Tot. 

Group B 1 1 5 16 15 23 22 15 10 
112 Tot. 

Group C 
181 Tot. 0 L~ 23 30 50 35 25 8 6 

Group D 
29') Tot. 3 21 35 65 71 48 28 14 5 

Group A - Birds with extensive bright yellow. 
Group B - Birds with l -im1 ted bright yellow. 
Group C - Birds wi th extensive pale yellow. 
Group D - Birds with limited pale yellow. 
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