
 

Female animals teach each other to choose
unusual males—new research
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My friend recently changed their favorite celebrity crush from Anna
Kendrick to Lily James. While some people could see the attraction,
others might not. So what is it that attracts us to potential mates? A new
study suggests that female animals learn from other females to prefer
distinctive males as mates.
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
http://journals.plos.org/plosbiology/article?id=10.1371/journal.pbio.3002269
http://journals.plos.org/plosbiology/article?id=10.1371/journal.pbio.3002269


 

Sexual selection involves the evolution of traits such as the long,
elaborate tail of the peacock. These traits have evolved to enhance an
animal's chance of attracting a mate, rather than to enhance survival
ability. A weighty, colorful tail is a hindrance if you're trying to evade a
predator.

Generally, males compete for access to females, as the male investment
in offspring –- often only sperm—is much less substantial than the effort
a female puts in, producing eggs (which are larger than sperm),
pregnancy and probably raising the offspring. So it is much more costly
for a female to mate with a poor-quality male than vice versa, as the
male can move quickly on to the next female.

This has led to the evolution of a plethora of sexually selected male traits
in the animal kingdom, and some very choosy females.

Historically, scientists focused on the interactions between males and
often ignored the way females shaped evolution. But now researchers are
paying more attention to the fascinating effects of female agency.

The new study, from Florida State University in the US, developed a
mathematical model to try and explain some of the gaps in sexual
selection theories.

First, it's helpful to understand what research has shown about what
makes a male attractive in the animal kingdom. In terms of looks, the
males with the largest cheek pads or flanges are most appealing to
female orangutans, whereas males with the longest "swords" drive
female swordtail fish wild.

Not just about looks

It is not just physical appearances that females choose their mates for.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TTwT1-TpFhE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TTwT1-TpFhE
https://phys.org/tags/females/
https://phys.org/tags/animal+kingdom/
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2015/09/150901113432.htm
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0003347205809285


 

The most pungent-smelling male ring-tailed lemurs attract the most
females. There are also plenty of examples of more complex traits,
including the song and dance moves of birds of paradise, or the crop-
circle patterns made by male Japanese puffer fish to impress females.

And, it's not always the males that compete to be chosen by the females.
Male stalk-eyed flies choose females based on the distance between their
eyes, and find wider eyespans more attractive.

Current theories of sexual selection involve animals choosing mates due
to signs they have good genes– like a long, elaborate tail. A strong, virile
mate signals they will produce healthy offspring.

Alternatively, animals that have a hindersome trait, yet still survive, are
probably of high genetic quality. There are also sensory bias theories,
where mating preferences are a by-product of natural selection of the
senses.

For example, the hearing range of female Tungara frogs is biased
towards lower frequencies, coinciding with their preference for the
lower-frequency calls produced by larger males.

Yet, none of these theories explain why there is so much variation in
traits of males of the same species, or why female preferences can vary
over time or within a species.

Rare sex appeal

The new study looked at whether females' mate choices are based on
watching more experienced females choose their mates. It is well-known
that animals can learn from watching others. For example, young crows 
learn how to make basic stick tools by watching their parents.
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https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/apr/16/fruity-and-irresistible-male-lemurs-wrist-scent-seduces-the-girls
https://news.cornell.edu/stories/2018/11/females-drive-song-and-dance-male-birds-paradise
https://academic.oup.com/beheco/article/26/2/376/257321
https://academic.oup.com/beheco/article/26/2/376/257321
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.0608184103
https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007/978-3-319-19650-3_93
https://phys.org/tags/lower+frequencies/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-018-27405-1


 

Learning has also been shown in mate choice as females observing
others with a male are more likely to choose that male themselves, or
one with similar traits.

The researchers based their model on the inferred attractiveness
hypothesis, where inexperienced females compare the qualities of a
male, chosen by an experienced female, to the qualities of all males.

For example, if a female sees an experienced female with a bright
colored male, she might seek a brightly colored mate too. This would
lead to bright coloration becoming more common, reducing variation.
However, the inferred attractiveness hypothesis still doesn't explain why
there is so much divergence between males.

The US study was the first to consider that females may not be mind
readers and may make mistakes when they try to copy other females.

In the hypothetical example illustrated below, the experienced female
prefers males with redder plumage, so chooses to mate with male
number three. The inexperienced female observer thinks that male
number three's long tail made him more attractive than his peers.

The researchers used a computer simulation based on a mathematical
model of a population in which males mated with many females. The
model involved males with two traits, with only two variants each
(bright/dull color and long/short tail length).

Their model showed that when females chose males based on the same
trait that the experienced female went for, these traits became fixed in
the population, with no variation. When females chose a more distinctive
male, this caused the rare trait to become more common and,
subsequently, less attractive.
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https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2005.3054
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2005.3054
https://phys.org/tags/mathematical+model/
https://phys.org/tags/mathematical+model/
https://phys.org/tags/males/


 

This resulted in switches in female preferences over time, rather than a
single attractive trait outcompeting the others.

We won't know whether this happens in real life until scientists run field
studies. But this is the first theory of sexual selection that explains how
variation might be maintained in populations.

My current celebrity crush is Ryan Reynolds due to his good looks and
sense of humor. But I now wonder what other people might see in
him—is it those eyes, or that smile, or something completely different?

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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