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Age-related Pair Bonding by Male Eurasian Wigeons in
Relation to Courtship Activity

JUAN A. AMAT
Estacién Bioldgica de Dofiana, Apartado 1056, E-41013 Sevilla, Spain

Mate choice by ducks occurs during a communal
courtship in which several males display to a single
female. For most ducks, pair formation occurs months
before breeding, and pair bonds generally last a sin-
gle season. By pairing early, female ducks may in-
crease their ability to breed early and lay large clutch-
es (Rohwer and Anderson 1988). Parental investment
theory (Trivers 1972) predicts that females should be
the “choosier” sex in these species (Wishart 1983,
Rohwer and Anderson 1988, but see Afton and Sayler
1982). Male qualities important in acquiring mates
include age, courtship behavior, plumage color, size,
and body condition (e.g. Wishart 1983).

Young male ducks pair later than do adults (Wishart
1983, Hepp 1986, McKinney 1986). Given that the sex-
ratio is male biased in most duck populations (Bellrose
et al. 1961, Campredon 1983, Wishart 1983), the later
a male pairs, the greater the probability of remaining
unpaired. Because young males often develop alter-
nate plumage later than adults (McKinney 1965, Wel-
ler 1965, Wishart 1985), the probability of remaining
unpaired should be greater for the younger cohort.
Indeed, Blohm (1982) and Wishart (1983) found that
adult male Gadwalls (Anas strepera) and American Wi-
geons (A. americana) paired more frequently than
yearling males. Wishart (1983) suggested that ener-
getic constraints would affect pairing chronology (see
also Afton and Sayler 1982, Brodsky and Weatherhead
1985), and Blohm (1982) speculated that age-related
differences in neuroendocrine development, plum-
age growth, or courtship behavior (see also Bruggers
and Jackson 1981) conferred a competitive advantage
to older males. Although adult dabbling ducks pre-
dominate in pair bonds, it has not been shown wheth-
er this is actually due to female choice, as Blohm
(1982) suggested. I present evidence thatin a dabbling
duck species male age per se is not a criterion used
by females when choosing a mate during courtship.

During the winters of 1986/1987-1988/1989, I ob-
served communal courtships of Eurasian Wigeons (A.
penelope) in the Marismas (marshes) of the Guadalqui-
vir, southwestern Spain. I noted the number and age
(yearling or adult) of participating males. Yearling

males can be distinguished from adults under field
conditions because their greater upper wing-coverts
are gray, which contrasts with the white of adults
(Cramp and Simmons 1977).

On 20 February 1987 and 17 February 1989, I re-
corded the pairing status of male Eurasian Wigeons.
I chose those dates because by mid-February most
females are paired (pers. obs.). I randomly positioned
a telescope and began to count males from right to
left, recording whether or not the first 50 adult and
50 yearling males I watched were paired. Individuals
were categorized as paired if they were close to, syn-
chronized activities with, and defended females, or
if females incited males (Afton and Sayler 1982, Hepp
and Hair 1984).

The sex ratio of Eurasian Wigeons wintering in the
Marismas was 100 males to 88 females, and the age
ratio of males was 100 adults to 109 yearlings (Cam-
predon 1983). Although there are annual differences
in age ratio of wintering Eurasian Wigeon popula-
tions, differences were small (usually <10%; Cam-
predon 1983).

I found no annual differences (G-test, P > 0.05) in
the pairing frequency of males according to age, and
therefore I pooled data. By late February, adult males
were paired in 84 of 100 cases. Yearlings were paired
in 25 of 100 cases. The difference in the pairing fre-
quency by both categories of wigeon males is highly
significant (x* = 37.3, P < 0.001) if pairing frequency
is adjusted for male age ratio in the wintering pop-
ulation.

i recorded the composition of 27 communal court-
ships and found that 18.3% of the male (n = 115)
participants were yearlings. Assuming that males pair
according to frequency of participation in communal
courtships, there is no difference (x> = 1.6, P > 0.05)
in the frequency of occurrence of adult and yearling
males in pair bonds. Consequently, I conclude that
male age was not a criterion used by wigeon females
when they chose mates.

Female dabbling ducks mainly choose mates ac-
cording to male behavioral dominance (Brodsky et al.
1988). Females paired to a dominant male foraged
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undisturbed for longer periods or with increasing
efficiency, because their mates reduced interference
from unpaired males (Ashcroft 1976, Spurr and Milne
1976, Afton and Sayler 1982, Paulus 1983). This may
be particularly important for the Eurasian Wigeon, as
it requires long undisturbed feeding periods to satisfy
daily energy requirements (Mayhew 1988).

My results indicate that, although adult male Eur-
asian Wigeons pair more frequently than yearlings,
differential pairing is due to decisions made by the
males regarding whether or not to participate in com-
munal courtships, and pairing is not due to differ-
ential choice by females. Such decisions might be
dictated by the magnitude of interindividual differ-
ences in attributes important in determining domi-
nance status (Amat 1986) and would be affected by
costs related to mating (see Daly 1978, Wishart 1983,
Hepp 1986, Rohwer and Anderson 1988).

In contrast, Afton and Sayler (1982) never observed
subadult Common Goldeneye (Bucephala clangula)
males to be paired, in spite of frequent participation
of subadult males in communal courtships. Thus, cri-
teria used by female ducks in choosing mates vary
among species, presumably in response to the type
of benefit that they gain when pairing (cf. Rohwer
and Anderson 1988).

I was supported by funds from the Comisién Ase-
sora de Investigacion Cientifica y Técnica (grant to F.
Braza). Alan D. Afton, Eduardo Aguilera, and an
anonymous referee provided constructive criticism
on earlier drafts of the manuscript.
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