
Parental Care 

Any form of parental behavior that appears likely to increase the fitness of 

that parentôs offspring.  

Why provide care? 

Benefits  =  increase your fitness because more of your offspring survive 

Costs  =  loss of future reproductive success 

1. Caring for young reduces time available to find mates to make more 

young 

2. Caring for young reduces time available for your own maintenance, 

potentially reducing your lifespan/survivorship 

3. Protecting young from predators increases your chance of getting 

hurt or killed 



What influences costs & benefits? 

1. Environmental stability 

Å  Stable or predictable environments: favors more parental care 

ÅUnstable or unpredictable environments: favors less or no parental 

care 

2. Food availability 

ÅFood is scarce or hard to obtain: favors more parental care 

3. Number of opportunities to reproduce 

Åsemelparous: parental care not likely 

Åiteroparous: parental care more managable  



Forms of Parental Care 

1. Preparing nests, burrows, territories 

Bush Crickets 

Weaverbird 



Forms of Parental Care 

1. Preparing nests, burrows, territories 

2. Production of Eggs 

Å offspring from larger eggs have higher survival & increased reproductive success 

Coho Salmon 

Common Tern 



Forms of Parental Care 

1. Preparing nests, burrows, territories 

2. Production of Eggs 

Å offspring from larger eggs have higher survival & increased reproductive success 

3. Care of Eggs 

Mouth brooding fish 

Seahorse 



Forms of Parental Care 

1. Preparing nests, burrows, territories 

2. Production of Eggs 

Å offspring from larger eggs have higher survival & increased reproductive success 

3. Care of Eggs 

4. Care of young without provisioning 

Frogs 

Midshipman 



Forms of Parental Care 

1. Preparing nests, burrows, territories 

2. Production of Eggs 

Å offspring from larger eggs have higher survival & increased reproductive success 

3. Care of Eggs 

4. Care of young without provisioning 

Porbeagle Shark 

Parasitoid Wasps 

5. Provisioning young before birth/hatching 



Forms of Parental Care 

1. Preparing nests, burrows, territories 

2. Production of Eggs 

Å offspring from larger eggs have higher survival & increased reproductive success 

3. Care of Eggs 

4. Care of young without provisioning 

House sparrow 

5. Provisioning young before birth/hatching 

6. Provisioning young after birth/hatching 

Coyote 



Forms of Parental Care 

1. Preparing nests, burrows, territories 

2. Production of Eggs 

Å offspring from larger eggs have higher survival & increased reproductive success 

3. Care of Eggs 

4. Care of young without provisioning 

5. Provisioning young before birth/hatching 

6. Provisioning young after birth/hatching 

7. Care of young after nutritional independence 

African Elephants 

Chimpanzees 



Who Provides Care? 

Arthropods = females 



Who Provides Care? 

Fish = males 



Who Provides Care? 

Frogs & Toads = males or females 



Who Provides Care? 

Lizards & Snakes = females 

Crocodilians = females 



Birds = both parents 

Who Provides Care? 





Mammals = females 

Who Provides Care? 



Group No care Female only Male only Both parents 

Fish 79% 1% (IF) 10% (EF) 3% 

Frogs & Toads (EF) 92% 9%  9%  1% 

Lizards & Snakes (IF) 97% 3% 0% 0% 

Crocodilians (IF) 0% 62% 0% 38% 

Birds (IF)  1% 8%  1% 81% 

Mammals (IF) 0%  91% 0% 9% 

(IF) = internal fertilization, (EF) = external fertilization 

Why mostly females? 



Why mostly females? 

1.  Investment hypothesis ï female invests so much in gametes, she 

doesnôt want to waste that investment 

2.  Paternity uncertainty hypothesis ï male often less certain a 

femaleôs offspring are his 

3.  Association hypothesis, ñhot potatoò hypothesis ï who provides 

care is a function of who is the last one in possession of the eggs. 

Internal fertilization = females last ones with the egg 

External fertilization = males last ones with the egg 



How much care do you provide? 

Driven by conflict: 

 

1. Between parents and offspring = how much? 

 

2. Between offspring = who gets more? 

 



How much care do you provide? 

Parent-Offspring conflict 

Parent: increase reproductive success by producing more offspring 

Å must cut off care to current offspring to direct energy into new offspring  

Offspring: want as much care as possible. 

Å helps conserve energy to be used their own future reproductive success 

Å manipulate parents into giving as much as they can get 



How much care do you provide? 

Offspring-Offspring conflict ï Is all care equally distributed? 

Offspring: each offspring wants the most care. 

1. Parents choose 

A. Gender bias ï one gender gets more care (usually food) than the other 

e.g. Brown Songlark 

Female Male 



How much care do you provide? 

Offspring-Offspring conflict ï Is all care equally distributed? 

Offspring: each offspring wants the most care. 

1. Parents choose 

A. Gender bias ï one gender gets more care (usually food) than the other 

B. Feed only largest young 

e.g. South Polar Skuas 


