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Workshop Summary: Courtship and
Pairing in Winter

Michael G. Anderson, Gary R. Hepp,
Frank McKinney, and Myrfyvn Owen

This report offers recommendations for future research on courtship and
pairing by waterfowl. We wish to acknowledge the helpful input of the 65 people
who attended and contributed to ourdiscussion in Galveston. In particular, D. G.
Raveling stimulated several useful exchanges. Several of the topics we discussed
also were identified by Raveling et al. (1982). We believe this reflects continuing
interest in these subjects from both theoretical and practical points of view.

Interesting Problems for Future Research

Ecological Bases for the Distribution and Spacing of Birds

Most ethologists now believe that animal social behavior evolves as the product of
selfish individuals competing in specific ecological settings (Wilson 1975, Brown
1975, Wittenberger 1981, Alcock 1983). Therefore, identiflying factors that shape
the basic social organization of a species is critical to our understanding of
courtship and pair formation as these processes have evolved to meet the needs of
individuals operating within specific social systems. Of key importance here is
elucidating ecological and phylogenetic factors thai shape the distribution and
spacing patterns of birds, both geographically and on a micro scale. Knowledge of
this habitat “template” is invaluable for identifying important selection pressures
and for comparative studies of behavior. For instance. to understand why birds
pair when they do, it is necessary to undersiand why birds flock or remain
dispersed: how spacing and agonistic behavior are related to resource distribu-
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tions, predator disturbance, etc.; and the effects of these factors on the costs and
benefits of living in different social classes (e.g., paired vs. unpaired).

Studies of factors affecting flocking, philopatry, and distributions of nonbreed-
ing birds also should help managers identify key factors affecting survival that
might lead to more enlightened management.

Pairing in Winter

Nearly all northern hemisphere ducks form pairs away from their breeding
grounds between midautumn and early spring (Cramp and Simmons 1977,
Bellrose 1980). This pattern of winter pairing appears to be unique among
migratory North American birds and thus of special interest to all ornithologists.
Geese may pair year-round, but the timing and processes involved are not as well
known (Ogilvie 1978, Akesson and Raveling 1982, Owen et al. 1987, Black and
Owen 1987).

Few general hypotheses have been offered to explain why waterfowl pair in
winter (Lack 1968, Wittenberger and Tilson 1980, Shields 1983), and none has
been subjected to rigorous testing. Time of pairing also varies greatly among
species (e.g., Bezzel 1959, Weller 1965, Paulus 1983, Hepp and Hair 1983), and
only a few attempts have been made to assess what determines these temporal
differences (Weller 1965, Paulus 1983).

Comparative and experimental studies and theoretical analyses are needed to
determine why ducks pair away from the breeding grounds and what influences
variationin the timing of pair formation among individuals and among different
species. Further descriptive data are needed for many species, preferably from
several locations, to enable rigorous comparative tests of current hypotheses.

Better data on pair bond durations for a variety of species also would be
valuable. The question of why most swans and geese are perennially monoga-
mous while most ducks form seasonal pair bonds has been addressed from
several viewpoints (e.g.. Kear 1970, Maynard-Smith 1977). The central question
appears to be: What factors tip the scales in favor of prolonged male parental
investment in some species, nonparental associations with brood-rearing mates
in other species, and early mate desertion, often coupled with extra-pair copula-
tions or rapid serial monogamy, in still others? Studies of such trade-offs in
sedentary southern-hemisphere species (e.g.. Siegfried 1974; McKinney 1985,
1986) or island forms, some of which switch mates (e.g., Moulton and Weller
1984). might offer especially valuable insights on this question.

Finally, studies of wild, marked birds might reveal details of liaison forma-
tions and switches throughout the period of courtship and pair formation that

would be important for analvzing the process of social courtship and mate
choice (see below).






