
 

Clicking knees are antelopes' way of saying
'back off'
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An old eland bull. Credit: Jakob Bro-Jorgensen

Knee clicking can establish mating rights among antelopes. A study of
eland antelopes, published in the open access journal BMC Biology, has
uncovered the dominance displays used by males to settle disputes over
access to fertile females, without resorting to genuine violence.

Jakob Bro-Jørgensen from the Zoological Society of London and Torben
Dabelsteen from the University of Copenhagen studied antelopes within
a 400km2 area of Kenya. They found that the males (bulls) use a
selection of signals to make competitors aware of their fighting ability,
based on three different factors, body size, age and aggression.
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According to Bro-Jørgensen, "Rivals often use signals to broadcast their
fighting ability and thereby settle conflicts without incurring the high
costs associated with actual fighting".

As well as the knee clicks, which are shown to be a reliable indicator of
body size, the researchers found that the size of a bull's dewlap is related
to age. The authors said, "Age is a good proxy for fighting experience
and may also demonstrate that a bull has 'nothing to lose' and will
therefore be a more risk-prone and dangerous adversary". Finally, hair
darkness reflects yet another underlying variable, most likely androgen-
related aggressiveness. All of these indicators serve the useful purpose of
facilitating assessment by a bull's rivals and avoiding wasteful conflict.

The antelopes' knee clicks, which can be heard several hundred metres
away, are thought to be produced by a tendon slipping over one of the
leg bones and, according to the authors, this can explain why they
correlate with body size, "The tendon in this case behaves like a string
being plucked, and the frequency of the sound from a string correlates
negatively with both its length and diameter. Thus, most importantly,
depth of the sound is predicted to increase with skeletal measures".

Citation: Knee-clicks and visual traits indicate fighting ability in eland
antelopes: multiple messages and back-up signals, Jakob Bro-Jørgensen
and Torben Dabelsteen, BMC Biology (in press)

Source: BioMed Central

Citation: Clicking knees are antelopes' way of saying 'back off' (2008, November 3) retrieved 18
April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2008-11-clicking-knees-antelopes.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private

2/3

https://phys.org/news/2008-11-clicking-knees-antelopes.html


 

study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

http://www.tcpdf.org

