
 

Urban great tits less stressed than their
countryside cousins, finds study
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Great tit (Parus major). Credit: Pixabay/CC0 Public Domain

Certain animals are able to adjust well to environments that have been
created or altered by human activity. We live in an age in which
urbanization is proceeding at an ever-faster rate, something that also
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affects fauna. The great tit is a little bird originally suited to a life in the
forest, but has been blessed with a remarkable ability to adapt to human
environments.

Now researchers at Lund University have discovered that great tits in
urban environments have lower levels of stress hormones than their
cousins who live in the forest.

"The great tit's high cognitive capacity means it is highly adaptable, and
urban great tits seem to have adapted so well to the new environment
that they are not stressed by high population density. Another possible
explanation is that it was the most intelligent and most flexible
individuals who succeeded in colonizing urban environments in the first
place," says Anders Brodin, biologist at Lund University.

The most common stress hormone in birds is corticosterone. Researchers
compared levels of this hormone in great tits from various urban
environments—such as parks and private gardens—with their
counterparts in woodland habitats. Researchers normally measure
hormone levels in the blood, which tend to spike dramatically in birds as
they are captured. In this study, Anders Brodin and his colleague Hannah
Watson have instead measured levels in the birds' tail feathers.
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Concentration of corticosterone in feathers (fCORT) of forest- and urban-
dwelling great tits, in (A) adults (n = 158; 84 females, 74 males) and (B)
juveniles (n = 30; 15 females, 15 males), illustrating females (blue, solid lines)
and males (orange, dashed lines) and reflecting CORT exposure during the
period of feather molt. Mean ± SE of fitted values from the minimum-adequate
model are shown with raw data values. Note that six raw values are omitted from
the plot in the range of 0.55–0.85 pg·mm−1 to facilitate interpretation. Credit: 
Conservation Physiology (2023). DOI: 10.1093/conphys/coad033

"The tail feathers grow over two to three weeks in late summer and early
autumn, so they provide a good measurement of the average hormone
level over a continuous period. During this time, winter flocks form
around feeding habits and a high rank is important in order to survive the
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winter. This leads to a lot of skirmishes as individuals attempt to
establish themselves in the flock," says Hannah Watson.

Extensive winter feeding in our communities means that great tit
populations are denser in urban environments, which one could assume
might lead to higher stress levels. It appears, however, that the opposite
is true—urban great tits do not experience anything like the distress of
their rural cousins.

"It is important to understand how urbanization affects different species
of animal and the great tit is interesting because it is such a common
visitor to our feeding tables. Having small birds in the garden adds to the
enjoyment for many people and our study suggests that bird feeding is
especially important for species such as the great tit to be able to live
close to us," concludes Anders Brodin.

  More information: Anders Brodin et al, Feather corticosterone reveals
that urban great tits experience lower corticosterone exposure than forest
individuals during dominance-rank establishment, Conservation
Physiology (2023). DOI: 10.1093/conphys/coad033
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