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The Place of Long-term Studies in Ornithology 

JOHN A. WIENS • 

Over the past several decades, a tradition of short- 
term research has developed in North American or- 
nithology, in which studies are customarily com- 
pleted in a few days, weeks, months, or, at most, 1- 
3 years. Rarely is the same sort of information gath- 
ered over a period as long as a decade. Rather, atten- 
tion is focused on seemingly simple quest!ons that 
yield quick answers. 

There are several reasons for this. Students under- 

taking dissertation research are required to conduct 
an original study within a relatively short time. Fi- 
nancial support is generally of limited duration and 
is not available for gathering the same sort of infor- 
mation for very long. Employment and advancement 
decisions increasingly are based on publication as an 
index of scientific progress and productivity, placing 
a premium on studies that will lead to quick publi- 
cations. Whatever the causes, an excessive preoccu- 
pation with short-term studies can lead to short-term 
insights. By restricting the duration of investiga- 
tions, we adopt a snapshot approach to studying na- 
ture. We can only hope that the glimpses of patterns 
and processes that we obtain depict reality accurately 
and that something critical has not been missed be- 
cause we looked at the system too briefly. 

For some situations this may not be a major prob- 
lem, and short-term studies are justifiable. Thus, while 
often time-consuming, descriptive studies of essen- 
tially static patterns (e.g. morphology, fossil assem- 
blages, genetic characteristics of species), of process- 
es at an individual level (e.g. growth, physiological 
responses, behavior), or of evolutionary patterns or 
systematic relationships do not necessarily require 
long-term investigation. These are phenomena whose 
dynamics occur on time frames that are either very 
short or very long relative to the normal duration of 
a short-term study. However, for many phenomena, 
such as social structure, the operation of mating sys- 
tems, the demographic composition and dynamics of 
populations, or the patterns of interactions in com- 
munities, change occurs often enough so that we can- 
not consider the system to be static. If we wish to 
study how the age-structure of a population influen- 
ces social systems, for example, or whether or not a 
community is in equilibrium, a short-term approach 
is likely to produce incomplete or incorrect percep- 
tions of a complex reality. For such studies a long- 
term approach that spans the periodicity of the nor- 
mal dynamics of the system is essential. Moreover, 
such an approach is more likely than a short-term 
focus to reveal unexpected patterns or to show the 
impact of rare but important events. 
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Conducting long-term studies is not without prob- 
lems. One must first determine how long is long 
enough--the termination of such a study should be 
determined by logic and analysis, not by an ending 
of funding or by boredom. Studies involving demog- 
raphy might be delimited by the normal generation 
length of the population, and, for other phenomena, 
procedures such as spectral analysis or autocorrela- 
tion might be valuable in determining the phasing 
of normal dynamics of the system. Long-term stud- 
ies, of necessity, must focus on one or two specific 
situations and thereby sacrifice the breadth of a series 
of short-term studies for increased detail and inten- 

sity. This reduces the potential for generalizing from 
such studies (evbn though the knowledge gained will 
be more firm). Among birds, long-term investiga- 
tions will be most profitable if they document the 
details of individual behavior and survivorship and 
measure the dynamics of their critical resources. Such 
information is becoming critical with the growing 
synthesis of ecological, behavioral, and evolutionary 
studies. In order to obtain such information, how- 

ever, use of marked individuals is absolutely essen- 
tial. Such investigations must usually be restricted to 
a single species. Moreover, studies of resident pop- 
ulations are likely to generate more insight into the 
causal factors underlying observed dynamics than are 
those of migrants, because such individuals spend so 
much of their lives elsewhere that population dy- 
namics are caused by factors integrated over a spatial 
scale too large to be studied with sufficient intensity. 

Thus, while it is well and good to call for more 
long-term studies in ornithology, they are not essen- 
tial to all areas of investigation, and they are likely 
to be successful only in restricted situations. Such 
studies, however, can make tremendous contribu- 

tions to our understanding of nature and must be 
encouraged. This requires that granting and funding 
agencies recognize the need for long-term, relatively 
low-level support of such ongoing investigations and 
adjust their award structure accordingly (as NSF has 
recently begun to do). It requires that academic in- 
stitutions recognize that valuable, "original" gradu- 
ate research need not start from scratch but may build 
upon a base established by previous investigations, 
so that a long-term perspective is obtained by a se- 
quence of dissertation investigations. The studies of 
Acorn Woodpecker populations on the Hastings Res- 
ervation in California or of Scrub Jays in Florida 
provide good examples of the success of this ap- 
proach. If carefully designed, such studies, once es- 
tablished, may foster explorations along many ave- 
nues and may produce a steady stream of significant 
publications. Unless the current emphasis on rapid 
publication of incomplete or preliminary findings is 
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reduced, however, the more deliberate pace and ul- 
timate value of long-term studies is not likely to be 
recognized and rewarded. Without some changes in 
how scientific progress and professional stature are 
currently perceived, bright young ornithologists will 
be compelled to avoid investigations of the inter- 

mediate-scale phenomena that require 5 or 10 or more 
years to understand or they will investigate such 
phenomena on a short-term basis, perhaps obtaining 
results that are superficial and quite possibly incor- 
rect. 

WITH this issue, The Auk begins its second 
century of publication. This milestone pro- 
vides the opportunity to look back on what was 
being published in The Auk 100 years ago, as 
the journal began. Ornithology was a different 
sort of discipline then, with much that we now 
accept as common knowledge yet to be discov- 
ered. In some respects, however, ornithologists 
of a century ago had as much understanding of 
natural phenomena as we do today, although 
they expressed themselves using more elo- 
quent prose, less jargon, and far less quantita- 
tive detail. Reading the writings of a century 
ago reveals a good deal about how our current 
thinking was anticipated, how far we have 
come, how little has changed, how ornitholo- 
gists approached the study of birds then, and 
the like. Accordingly, this and each following 
issue of The Auk will contain a selected excerpt 
from the counterpart issue of a century ago. 
The following note, from Volume 1, Number 
1, was selected because it conveys a sense of 
the excitement of fieldwork and of discovery 
that, while still present, is not often expressed 
in contemporary scientific writing.--J.A.W. 

"The Nest of the Saw-whet Owl," by F. H. Carpen- 
ter. Auk 1:94 (1884): 

In April, 1881, I was camped near the base of Mt. 
Katahdin [Maine], while on a trip in that section 
in search of the eggs of our Birds of Prey. The 
weather at that time being quite cold, it was nec- 
essary to frequently replenish the fire. About 3 
o'clock in the morning I arose for that purpose, 
and noticed a small object moving around amongst 
the remains of our last meal. Further investigation 
proved it to be some kind of small Owl, gleaning 
among the bones for stray morsels of meat. On my 
near approach it flew into a tall fir, and was hid 
from sight. During breakfast I again saw it, coming 

down to within a few feet of us, when, apparently 
seeing us for the first time, it again retreated to the 
fir. I then saw it was a Saw-whet Owl, and it seemed 

to be in no wise affected by the light. At night one 
of my companions informed me he had seen a pair 
of small Owls sitting together in an immense birch, 
but no nest could be found. 

The next morning we struck camp, and moved 
toward the summit of the mountain. In about a 

week we returned over the same route and again 
camped at the place just mentioned. On the second 
night I was surprised to see the little Owl come as 
before. We concluded he must have a nest near, 

and the next day, April 30, we commenced to search 
for the nest. In the afternoon one of my guides 
was so fortunate as to discover the Owl going into 
a hole made by a Woodpecker, in a large birch. He 
looked in but could see nothing, and had stopped 
up the entrance with moss, so that I might see it 
just as he had found it. On going back to it and 
removing the moss I found the entrance quite large, 
having been slit by some animal trying to effect an 
entrance. Carefully cutting away the bark below 
the hole exposed the nest, which was merely a 
mixture of fine chips and small feathers of the 
Grouse. It contained the old Owl and three young 
ones. 

I was disappointed at not securing any eggs, but 
felt amply repaid in viewing one page in the life- 
history of this little Owl, who sometimes visits me 
in my more southern home. 

The young Owls were wonderfully droll-look- 
ing little fellows, and as they gazed at me with 
upturned eyes from down in the heart of that ca- 
noe birch, in the middle of that immense forest, 

stretching away for miles, remote from any human 
habitation, I thought that single look was worth 
hours of gazing at prepared specimens, inclosed in 
mahogany cases, in our scientific museums. The 
formation of a collection does not constitute all 

there is in the study of ornithology; and around 
the memory of the scene in that old Maine forest 
are clustered affections which time cannot destroy. 


