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Why animals court their own sex

May 12 2016

A group of five female seed beetles, of which one in the bottom pair is trying to
mount the other by climbing up on her back. Credit: Ivain Martinossi-Allibert
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Same-sex sexual behaviour is common in animals but puzzles
evolutionary biologists since it doesn't carry the same obvious benefits as
heterosexual courtship behavior that leads to mating and production of
offspring. A study from Uppsala University sheds new light on the
pervasiveness of same-sex sexual behaviour in the animal kingdom.

Same-sex sexual behavior (SSB) is behavior usually displayed during
heterosexual mating and courtship rituals, but instead displayed towards
individuals of the own sex. SSB is common in animals ranging from
insects to mammals, presenting somewhat of an evolutionary enigma. A
new study from researchers at the Department of Ecology and Genetics
at Uppsala University now sheds light on the pervasiveness of SSB in the
animal kingdom. The researchers hypothesized that, because males and
females share most of their genes, SSB may occur in one sex because its
underlying genes carry benefits when expressed in the other.

The i1dea was tested in a small seed beetle where both males and females
express low levels of SSB. The researchers used artificial breeding on
either males or females to create genetic strains with increased tendency
to display SSB. Using these strains, the researchers showed that when a
particular sex had been bred for increased SSB, siblings of the opposite
sex enjoyed an increase in reproductive performance.
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A group of male seed beetles. Two of the males are mounting and trying to mate
with two other males, which happens frequently when males are kept in single
sex groups. Credit: Ivain Martinossi-Allibert

'For example, we noted that males that had been bred for increased same-
sex mounting behavior were less discriminating when given a choice
between courting a male or a female in later tests, while their sisters laid
more eggs and produced more offspring than before', says David Berger,
Assistant Professor at the Department of Ecology and Genetics at
Uppsala University and one of the researchers behind the study.

The findings thus support the idea that SSB may be prevalent in one sex
because the genes regulating the behaviour are preserved by natural
selection through their benefits in the opposite sex, pointing to a general
mechanism maintaining multiple forms of SSB across a wide variety of
animals.
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Two male seed beetles. The male to the left is trying to insert his genitalia into
the other male after having mounted him. This usually results in the mounted
male kicking with his hind legs in an attempt to escape. Credit: Ivain Martinossi-
Allibert
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More information: David Berger et al, Sexually antagonistic selection
on genetic variation underlying both male and female same-sex sexual
behavior, BMC Evolutionary Biology (2016). DOI:
10.1186/512862-016-0658-4
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