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For These Flashy Males, No Modest Mate Will Do
By NICHOLAS BAKALAR

Published: July 9, 2012 

Everyone knows that male birds are usually the ones with pretty 

colors, and that dull-looking females look for flashy mates. 

But male blue tits, apparently, judge 

females by their looks. And new 

research suggests that the males are 

more attentive fathers to their babies 

if the mother is pretty. 

Birds of the species, both male and 

female, have shiny blue feathers on 

their heads that reflect ultraviolet 

light. For the study, published online 

in the journal Frontiers in Zoology, 

scientists captured females while they were taking care of 

chicks and assigned them to either an experimental group 

or a control group, smearing the crests of the first group 

with UV-blocking chemicals to make the feathers look dull. 

Then they restored the birds to their nests. 

The male birds made significantly fewer feeding excursions 

for the nestlings of females with the UV-blocking chemicals 

on their feathers. The reason, the authors say, is that males 

judged females with poor coloration less likely to produce 

healthy offspring, and therefore less worthy of energy 

expended taking care them — what the researchers call the differential allocation 

hypothesis. 

Providing food is costly, and males do not waste their effort on babies unlikely to 

reproduce their genes. 

“Everyone has focused on male ornaments,” said an author of the study, Matteo Griggio, a 

postdoctoral researcher at the University of Veterinary Medicine in Vienna. “But in this 

case, we focused on the females, and found that the males, the fathers, change their 

behavior according to the females’ appearance. This is one of the first studies to do that.” 

Ads by Google what's this?

Super-Last Minute 

Letzte Minute für super Last Minute 

Angebote. Jetzt günstig buchen! 

www.Reisegeier.at/Lastminute

Log In With Facebook

Marvin Hamlisch, 
Composer, Dies 
at 68

France’s ‘les 
Riches’ Vow to 
Leave if 75% Tax 
Rate Is Passed

MOST E-MAILED RECOMMENDED FOR YOU

Log in to see what your friends 
are sharing on nytimes.com. 
Privacy Policy | What’s This?

What’s Popular Now 

 

Sign up for ticket offers from Broadway shows and other 
advertisers.

  
See Sample | Privacy Policy 

TicketWatch: Theater Offers by E-Mail

 

HOME PAGE TODAY'S PAPER VIDEO MOST POPULAR

Science
WORLD U.S. N.Y. / REGION BUSINESS TECHNOLOGY SCIENCE HEALTH SPORTS OPINION ARTS STYLE TRAVEL JOBS REAL ESTATE AUTOS 

ENVIRONMENT SPACE & COSMOS

FACEBOOK

TWITTER

GOOGLE+

E-MAIL

SHARE

PRINT

REPRINTS

Log In Register Now HelpU.S. Edition

Page 1 of 3For These Flashy Male Birds, No Modest Mate Will Do - NYTimes.com

09.08.2012http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/10/science/for-these-flashy-male-birds-no-modest-...



Log in to discover more articles 
based on what you‘ve read.

PRESENTED BY 

 
What’s This? | Don’t Show 

 

1. GREEN

Kitty Cam Shows Not All Cats Are Killers

2. SIDE EFFECTS

Don’t Swat That Bug! It May Be Working 
on Next Year’s Vintage

3. Study Finds More of Earth Is Hotter and 
Says Global Warming Is at Work

4. Dr. William C. Reeves, Who Sought Cause 
of Fatigue Syndrome, Dies at 69

5. Warren Winkelstein Jr., Medical Sleuth, 
Dies at 90

6. SCIENTIST AT WORK

A Pattern of Dolphins

7. OP-ED CONTRIBUTOR

Errant Code? It’s Not Just a Bug

8. At La Guardia, a Smiling Helper 
Materializes, Digitally

9. OBSERVATORY

Iron Age Creativity in a Turkish King’s 
Image

10. OUT THERE

After Particle Search, Some Wallets May 
Lose Mass

 

47-Year-Old Kayaker Aims for 
'a Different Message'
IHT: THE FEMALE FACTOR »

On Wall St., Gender Bias Runs Deep
In India, Using Sex Crimes to Rein in Women

 

ADVERTISEMENTS 

 

Ads by Google what's this?

Animal-Free Recom BME 

MAPTrix chemical defined 

Extracellular Matrix 

www.amsbio.com

INSIDE NYTIMES.COM 
 

Page 2 of 3For These Flashy Male Birds, No Modest Mate Will Do - NYTimes.com

09.08.2012http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/10/science/for-these-flashy-male-birds-no-modest-...



FASHION & STYLE » 

 

All the Trimmings Are the 
Main Course

GREAT HOMES » 

 

Bringing His Work Home

HOME & GARDEN » 

 

Close Encounters of the 
Romantic Kind

OPINION »

Fixes: 
Repairing the 
Surgery Deficit
In countries in Africa, 
where doctors are few 
and patients are in need 
of surgeries, a training 
program is helping to 
fill the gap.

MUSIC » 

 

Uncertainty of Operatic 
Proportions

OPINION » 

 

Errol Morris: Hear, All Ye 
People; Hearken, O Earth

Home World U.S. N.Y. / Region Business Technology Science Health Sports Opinion Arts Style Travel Jobs Real Estate Autos Site Map

© 2012 The New York Times Company Privacy Your Ad Choices Terms of Service Terms of Sale Corrections RSS Help Contact Us Work With Us Advertise

Page 3 of 3For These Flashy Male Birds, No Modest Mate Will Do - NYTimes.com

09.08.2012http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/10/science/for-these-flashy-male-birds-no-modest-...


