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Further	informaJon	
 
For more information about the red-backed 
fairywren research and the IRES program, please 
visit redbackedwren.wordpress.com. 

IntroducJon	
•  Ornamental plumage is poorly-studied in the non-breeding 

season: it may have benefits, such as initiating pair-bonding, 
and costs, such as increased risk of predation (Götmark and 
Hohlfält, 1995) 

•  In male red-backed fairywrens (Malurus melanocephalus), 
the timing of the nonbreeding season molt into the 
ornamented plumage varies by male; earlier molting is 
correlated with increased breeding success the following 
season (Lindsay et. al., 2009).  

•  During the breeding season, ornamented males invest more 
energy in pursuing extra-pair copulations than unornamented 
males (Karubian, 2002).  

•  There is no significant difference in survival between 
ornamented and unornamented males despite the increased 
conspicuousness of the ornamented plumage (Karubian et 
al., 2008) 

 
 
 

Materials	and	methods  
•  Study population of color-banded red-backed fairywrens at 

Lake Samsonvale, Queensland, Australia (27.2698oS, 
152.8558oE); individuals randomly sampled by location 

•  Two kinds of five-minute continuous behavioral 
observations were performed: 
•  Passive 
•  Post alarm call playback 

•  Behaviors recorded included 
•  courtship and social behaviors, such as courtship 

display and allopreening 
•  antipredatory behaviors, such as scanning, diving down 

into cover, and sheltering in dense brush 
•  175 observations on 63 unique males; 34 additional 

playback observations on those males 
•  Data were analyzed using Kruskal-Wallis tests (playback 

observations) and Mann-Whitney U Tests with Holm-
Bonferroni correction. 

Results	
 

 

•  The only significant behavioral differences observed were that ornamented males engaged in courtship (W = 7000, p < 0.01) 
and allopreening (W = 5915.5, p < 0.01) more than unornamented males.  

•  There were no differences in antipredatory behaviors post-playback between ornamented and unornamented males (𝜒2 

=3.2799, df = 3, p-value = 0.3504). 

Discussion
•  Ornamented males exhibited courtship 

behavior during the nonbreeding season to a 
higher degree than unornamented males 

•  This suggests that the nonbreeding season may 
influence many aspects of the breeding season, 
such as pair-bonding. 

•  Ornamented males reacted no differently to 
playback than unornamented males.  

•  Ornamented males may have other strategies 
for escaping predation (Fowler-Finn & Hebets, 
2011), or ornamental plumage may not carry a 
predation risk (Götmark, 1993); further study 
is needed. 

		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Future	Work		
•  Does energy invested in allopreening and 

courtship in the nonbreeding season influence 
performance in the subsequent breeding 
season?  

•  What are the physiological costs of 
ornamentation? 

•  Does the nonbreeding season behavior of 
molting males differ from that of ornamented 
and unornamented males?  

•  Do predators target males of a certain 
phenotype?  

ObjecJves	
We predict that: 

•  Ornamented males will exhibit more courtship during 
the nonbreeding season than unornamented males. 

•  Ornamented males will adjust their behavior to 
mitigate their conspicuousness by reacting more 
strongly to alarm call playback. 

 
 
 

Fig. 1: Proportion of time spent exhibiting courtship during passive observations among 
the different plumage categories. The error bars show ±SE. 

Fig 2. The proportion of time a bird exhibited antipredatory behavior following playback 
treatment during the five-minute post-playback observation. Antipredatory behavior 

included scanning, diving down, and sheltering out of sight in refuge. 
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Ornamented males did not react more strongly to playback than unornamented males
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An ornamented male allopreens an unornamented bird. Ornamented 
males spent significantly more time allopreening than unornamented 
males, suggesting it may play an important role in social interaction 

during the nonbreeding season. 
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Fig 3. Potential influence of ornamented plumage 
during nonbreeding season on breeding 

Ornamented males begin allopreening, courtship, 
pair bonds 
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Only ornamented males engaged in courtship
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