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Do Males Exchange Feathers for Copulations in Tree Swallows?
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We studied copulation rates in Tree Swallows
(Tachycineta bicolor) and found that the within-pair
copulation rate was related positively to a male’s ex-
trapair copulation rate (Whittingham et al. 1994). We
concluded that more frequent within-pair copula-
tions were apparently not deterring males from par-
ticipating in extrapair copulations. In addition, we
suggested that it was unlikely that female Tree Swal-
lows copulated frequently with their mate in order
to gain material benefits because males do not feed
their mates or assist their mates with nest building
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Louisiana 70803, USA.

(Robertson et al. 1992), and the rate at which males
feed or defend nestlings is not related to the within-
pair copulation rate nor to paternity (Lifjeld et al.
1993, Whittingham et al. 1993). However, male Tree
Swallows provide many of the feathers that line the
nest cup (Robertson et al. 1992), and the number of
feathers varies extensively among nests (Lombardo
1994, pers. obs.). Lombardo (1995) proposed that fe-
males copulate with their mates to gain material ben-
efits—specifically, to gain more feathers to line the
nest. The obvious prediction from Lombardo’s hy-
pothesis is that within-pair copulation rate will be
correlated positively with the number of feathers that
the male provides to line the nest.

Lombardo (1995) suggested that the expected cor-
relation is not necessarily between within-pair cop-
ulation rate and feather number; rather, it is between
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within-pair copulation rate and the beneficial effects
of feathers. As a result, we expect a positive relation-
ship between within-pair copulation rate and the
number of feathers only for females that nest early
in the breeding season when they are beneficial. Later
in the breeding season, when ambient temperatures
are higher, nest feathers are actually harmful because
nestlings are at greater risk of hyperthermia (Lom-
bardo 1994). If copulation rate is related to the ben-
eficial effects of feathers, then we expect copulation
rate to decrease with laying date. This prediction is
not upheld in Tree Swallows because within-pair cop-
ulation rate is not related inversely to laying date
(attempted copulations, r> = 0.01, P = 0.62; cloacal
contacts, r2 = 0.02, P = 0.53, n = 21, data from Dunn
et al. 1994).

In support of his hypothesis, Lombardo (1995) ar-
gued that males will not cheat on their mates even
though there is a substantial delay between the tim-
ing of copulations (prior to egg laying) and the time
when nest feathers are provided (during egg laying
and incubation). This is because males risk negatively
affecting their own reproductive success if they do
not provide feathers. Inherent in this argument is the
assumption that a higher frequency of within-pair
copulations is related positively to the male’s certain-
ty of paternity. However, in Tree Swallows, within-
pair copulation rate is not related to paternity (Lifjeld
et al. 1993) or to the male’s confidence of paternity
(Whittingham et al. 1993). In our experiment, even
though males were removed during large portions of
the female’s fertile period, they did not adjust their
level of parental care in terms of feeding nestlings or
intensity of nest defense (Whittingham et al. 1993).
Thus, male Tree Swallows provided high levels of
parental investment regardless of their prior within-
pair copulation rate. As Lombardo (1995) pointed out,
providing feathers for nest lining is just another form
of male parental investment and, thus, he proposed
that one form of parental investment (feather lining)
should be related to the within-pair copulation rate,
even though other forms of parental investment
(feeding and defending young) are not related.

Lombardo’s hypothesis essentially states that fe-
males may successfully coerce their mate into pro-
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viding feathers for nest lining by copulating more
frequently with him. However, if feathers influence
positively the male’s reproductive success, then it is
unclear why females should need to coerce males into
providing feathers. Furthermore, it is unlikely that
male Tree Swallows will need to be coerced into pro-
viding one form of parental care (feathers) when males
provide high levels of other forms of parental care
(feeding nestlings and nest defencse) regardless of
their within-pair copulation rate or paternity.
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