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Dominance Structuringof a Red-winged Blackbird Roost:
A Comment

JEAN-FRANCOIS
GIROUX
•

Weatherheadand Moysak(1984)recentlytestedone
aspectof Weatherhead's(1983) hypothesisconcern-

(Bernstein 1980, C. Barrette and D. Vandal pets.
comm.).During an encounterbetweentwo individ-

ing the structureof Red-wingedBlackbird(Agelaius uals, it is essential to record the attributes of the iniphoeniceus)
roosts.They predictedthat hatching-year tiator andthe receptorto establishthe relationshipas
dominant-subordinate (Lehner 1979); otherwise, the
(MY) males should be encountered in more vulnerable roostingsitesin peripheralpositions,over shal- applicationof the conceptof dominanceis not aplower water, and in sparservegetationthan after- propriate.I considerthat the conclusionreachedby
hatching-year (AMY) males. The 1984 results are Weatherheadand Moysak(1984:553) is unacceptable
viewed as "consistentwith the predictions."After basedon the availabledataand especiallyon the proreviewing the methodsand resultsof Weatherhead ceduresusedto gather the information:"Consistent
and Moysak (1984), I submit that this claim is not
with our predictions, MY males were chasedmore
often than AMY males and chased other males less
justified.
Accordingto Weatherheadand Moysak(1984),roost often. The combined differencesare significant ...
structuringis achievedthrough dominanceof AMY and indicate that MY males were subordinate to AMY
over MY birds, dominancebeing expressedthrough males."
aggressive
displays.I seeseveraldifficultieswith this
Weatherheadand Moysak(1984) concludedthat an
reasoning.First,agingthe birdsis difficult,especially interior roostingposition appearedto be microcliasthe daylightdecreases,
and someproportionof MY
matically superior and lessvulnerable to predation.
birds may have been classifiedas AMY. The authors This is speculativebecauseno measurewas taken to
maintained that this did not exceed 15%, but the basis
substantiatethis contention.The relative position of
for this claim is not statedclearly.Second,the act of
the birds was recordedrelative to the nearestedgeof
chasingrepresentedlessthan 3% of all the observa- thepatchof vegetation
and not relative to the position
tions, which made this behavior a rare event and

within the entire roost. Moreover, the difference in the

thus susceptible
to observer-expectancy
bias (Balph

distancebetween a central and an edge positionwas
only 50 cm. AMY were found in a more central position within a patch than MY, but that patch may
have been on the periphery of the roost near the
mainland shore,thereforeincreasingvulnerability to
predatorsand unfavorableclimaticconditions.
MY blackbirdswere found over deeperwater than
AMY, which was contraryto the predictedpattern.
The authors explained this result on the basis that
HY were observedmore frequently along the edge
of vegetationadjacentto the open water. In their Fig.
1 it would appear that this may be the most secure
roostingsite becauseif potential predatorssuch as
raccoon(Procyonlotor)and domesticcats(Fellscatus)
comefrom the nearestland, they would haveto wade

and Balph 1983).This is especiallypertinent because

Red-wingedBlackbirdswere agedaftertheir behaviors were noted. Consideringthe small samplesize,
only a few misclassifications
are neededto alter the
significanceof the results.Third, the authorsfailed
to identify the age of both birds implicated in aggressiveencounters:
"Because
only the ageof the focalbird wasrecorded,we do not know the ageof the
other birds involved in observationsof chasing."
This is particularly important becausethe number
of observationsthat involved chaseswas very small:
7 of 330 (2%) observationsfor AMY and 6 of 180 (3%)
observations for MY. The time devoted to the obser-

vations was clearly insufficient (16 observationperiodslasting 1-2 h each)to recordan adequatenumber of observationsinvolving chases.In fact, it is
quite possiblethat someof the observations
included
MY being chasedby other MY, as well as AMY chasing other AMY. Dominance
refers to a relationship
between two individuals that may have different attributes,suchas different age or plumagecoloration
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or swim in at least 30 cm of water and cross the entire

standof cattailbeforereachingMY birds. Moreover,
they would encounter AMY on their way before
reachingthe MY blackbirds.
Finally, Weatherheadand Moysak(1984)concluded that AMY were found in denser vegetation than

MY, which supportstheir initial predictions.Mowever, the average density of stems of Typha per
0.25 x 0.25-m quadrat (total area of 0.0625 m2, and
not 0.625 m2 as reportedin the paper) was 2.31 for
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AHY vs. 2.13 for HY. This represents37 vs. 34 stems/
m2! Despite the statisticaldifference, I have reservations about the ecologicalsignificanceof sucha subtle differencein terms of cover from potential pred-

BERNSTEIN,
I.S. 1980. Dominance: a theoretical perspectivefor ethologists.Pp. 71-84 in Dominance
relations (D. R. Omark, F. F. Strayer, and D. G.

ators or microclimatic

LEHNER,
P.N.

conditions.

Freedman, Eds.). New York, Garland STPM Press.

on dominance and David Balph, Cyrille Barrette,Jean

1979. Handbook of ethological meth-

ods. New York, Garland STPM Press.

I thank Denis Vandal for stimulating discussions

WEATHERHEAD,
P.J. 1983. Two principal strategies

B•dard, and Gis•le LaPointefor reviewing the manu-

in avian communal

script.

243.

--,

roosts. Amer. Natur.

121: 237-

& D. J. HOYSAK. 1984. Dominance structur-

ing of a Red-winged Blackbird roost. Auk 101:

LITERATURE CITED

551-555.

BALPH,D. F., & M. H. BALPH. 1983. On the psychology of watching birds: the problem of observer-expectancybias. Auk I00: 755-757.

Received6 March 1985, accepted13 May 1985.

Response to J.-F. Giroux
PATRICKJ. WEATHERHEAD
x AND DREW J. HOYSAK•

Basedon a variety of criticisms of our study of
roostingRed-winged Blackbirds(Agelaiusphoeniceus;
Weatherhead and Hoysak 1984), Giroux (1985) has
argued that we were unjustified in concluding that
the roost was structured

due to dominance

interac-

tionsbetweenageclasses.
We find his argumentunpersuasive.First, we are puzzled by a number of his
criticisms

of our methods

because those criticisms

were answered in the original paper. For example,
Girouxsuggested
that agingbirdswasdifficultaslight
decreased.We continued observations"only until
poor light conditionsprecludeddistinguishingbirds
by ageclass."Girouxclaimedthat we did not clearly
state why some hatching-year (HY) birds might be
misclassifiedas after-hatching-year(AHY) birds. We
statedthat it was "becausethe plumageof someHY
males was very similar to that of AHY males." Because we discarded

observations

where we were un-

sure of a bird's age, we are confident that all males
identified as HY were correctlyclassified.We conceded in the original paper that a small proportion

edge, water depth, and two independent measures
of vegetation density. Giroux criticized the results
for one of the measuresof vegetationdensitybecause

the differencewas very small. He did not mention
that that result was corroboratedby a more substantial differencein vegetationdensity using an independent method of assessment.

The questionof which roostingpositionswere less
vulnerable to predation was less clear because the
marsh in which

the birds roosted did not allow

in-

dividuals to achieve simultaneouslyan interior position, in dense vegetation,over the deepestwater.
On average,older males roostedin interior positions
in dense vegetation but over shallower water than

younger males. Younger males roostedin edge positions in sparser vegetation, and because some of

thosepositionswere on the outer edge of the vegetation, their positionswere on averageover deeper

could have been HY in-

water. We consideredthe positions occupiedby older males to be superior for two reasons. First, we
assumedthat a bird is lessvulnerable to predatorsif
surroundedby other individuals than if on the pe-

dividuals. Thus, our conclusion that our data are con-

riphery of a group,even if the peripheralpositionis

of birds classified as AHY

sistentwith predictions is conservative.
Giroux questionedwhether our data showed roost
structuringas predictedby Weatherhead's(1983) twostrategieshypothesis.For that prediction to be met,
two conditions are required. First, there should be

over water a few centimetersdeeper. Second,we assumed that interior positions in dense vegetation
would be less exposedto wind than edge positions
in sparsevegetation, thereby giving older males an
energetic advantage due to lessconvective heat loss.
differencesin the averageroostingpositionsof youn- Although Giroux was critical of these assumptions,
ger and older birds, and second,the positionsoccu- we still considerthem reasonable.Our disagreement
pied by younger birds should be those considered over the predation assumptionpoints to the need for
more vulnerable to predators.The first requirement studiesdesignedspecificallyto determine the nature
clearly was met, with significantdifferencesbetween and pattern of predation on roosting birds.
age classesfor every feature of roostingposition we
In addition to testing the prediction that the roost
measured.These included proximity to vegetation shouldbe structured,we also testedthe prediction
that dominanceof older birds over younger birds
would be the mechanismproducing the structure.
• Departmentof Biology,CarletonUniversity,Ot- Giroux criticized our data that showed a significant
tawa, Ontario K1S 5B6, Canada.
differencein chasingbehavior between age classes

