
Repeatability of nest size choice and nest building in sand gobies

Bella Japoshvili a,b, Topi K. Lehtonen c, Bob B. M. Wong d, Kai Lindströmb,*

a Institute of Zoology, Ilia State University, Georgia
bDepartment of Bioscience, Åbo Akademi University, Turku, Finland
c Section of Ecology, Department of Biology, University of Turku, Turku, Finland
d School of Biological Sciences, Monash University, Melbourne, Australia

a r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 5 April 2012
Initial acceptance 16 May 2012
Final acceptance 27 June 2012
Available online 14 August 2012
MS. number: 12-00272

Keywords:
extended phenotype
mate choice
nest building
nest choice
Pomatoschistus minutus
repeatability
sand goby
sexual selection

To be useful as mate choice cues, behavioural traits have to be performed consistently within individuals.
This may also be true for nest construction, which, in addition to influencing offspring survival, can also
function as an extended phenotype of the builder. We tested whether choice of a nesting resource and
subsequent nest-building performance are repeatable traits in the sand goby, Pomatoschistus minutus,
a small marine fish with paternal egg care and female mating preferences that are influenced by male
nest-building behaviour. When given a choice between three different-sized nesting resources (flow-
erpots), males, on average, preferred medium-sized nesting resources, with larger males preferring
larger nests than smaller individuals. At the individual level, the choice of nesting resources was so
variable between consecutive trials that choice behaviour was not repeatable. Furthermore, nest
building, measured as the amount of sand piled on top of the nesting resource, was highly repeatable
when males were free to choose their nest, but had only a low repeatability when males had just a single
option. In neither case was the size of the nest entrance repeatable between consecutive rounds of nest
building. These results highlight the context-dependent signal value of extended phenotypes. In
particular, reliability of nest-building behaviour as a signal seems to be influenced by the male’s
opportunity to choose the object it uses for nesting.
! 2012 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Many species build nests to provide protection for developing
eggs or juveniles (Hansell 2005). Nest characteristics (such as its
location, size or general quality) can have important conse-
quences for the reproductive success of parents (Canali et al.
1991; Lukas & Orth 1995; Petit et al. 2002; Gill et al. 2005). For
example, well-constructed nests may decrease the risk of
predation (Lindström & Ranta 1992) or make conditions more
conducive to offspring development (Hostache & Mol 1998; Jones
& Reynolds 1999; Takegaki & Nakazono 2000). Furthermore, in
some taxa, the appearance of the nest itself may function as
a mate choice cue by revealing important information about the
quality (e.g. condition) of the builder (Kodric-Brown 1990; Hoi
et al. 1994; Östlund-Nilsson & Holmlund 2003; Quader 2006).
For example, in some passerines, the volume of nesting material
collected by males is positively correlated with immune response
(Soler et al. 2007). Likewise, in magpies, Pica pica, nest-building
effort is known to function as a sexually selected trait that
reveals important information regarding male parental quality
(Soler et al. 2001).

If nest construction is important for egg or offspring survival,
one might expect individuals to be relatively consistent in their
nest-building effort. Similarly, if a nest’s attributes reliably reflect
the quality of its builder, we should expect consistent between-
individual variation in nest-building behaviour. Surprisingly,
however, only a handful of studies have explored within-individual
consistency of nesting behaviours (Rushbrook et al. 2008; Olsson
et al. 2009; Walsh et al. 2010). Notwithstanding this general lack
of studies, a powerful approach for assessing the potential for
genetic variation in such behaviour is to measure the consistency of
nest building across successive nesting attempts under fixed
environmental conditions. Data on the appearance of the nest
structure can then be used to calculate the ‘repeatability’ (r) of the
behaviour (Boake 1989; Bell et al. 2009). Repeatability sets the
upper limit of heritability and has been widely used to understand
evolutionary processes. High repeatability values indicate that
there are consistent differences between individuals (Falconer &
Mackay 1996; Bell et al. 2009). When nest building can be regar-
ded as an extended phenotype, it is often repeatedly expressed
within a limited breeding season, providing opportunities for
assessment of repeatability and, hence, potential for heritable
variation (Rushbrook et al. 2008).

The sand goby, Pomatoschistus minutus, is a species in which
males regularly buildmultiple nestswithin a single breeding season.
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To build a nest, a male needs to find and choose a suitable nesting
resource, such as an empty mussel shell or flat rock (Lehtonen &
Lindström 2004; Wong et al. 2008). There is extensive variation
between different habitats and locations in terms of available nest-
ing resources and, hence, opportunities for nest site choice without
having to evict prior residents (Forsgren et al. 1996; Lehtonen &
Lindström 2004). After acquiring a suitable nesting resource, the
male piles sand on top of it and excavates under it, leaving a single
narrow opening. After nest construction, the male uses intense
courtship displays to attract females to spawn in the nest (Lehtonen
2012). Here, the acquisition of a nest of suitable size is likely to be
important for male reproductive success (Lindström & Pampoulie
2005; Lindström et al. 2006; Lehtonen et al. 2007), as nest size
determines the maximum number of clutches the male can receive
(Lindström 1992a) and has also been shown to influence his attrac-
tiveness to females (Lehtonen et al. 2007). Similarly, the amount of
sand the male piles on top of his nest may play an important role in
female choice (Svensson & Kvarnemo 2005; Lehtonen & Lindström
2008), although whether nest quality is an honest signal of male
condition in sand gobies remains contentious (Lehtonen & Wong
2009; Olsson et al. 2009). Indeed, to date, very little is known
about the consistency of nest-building behaviour (i.e. nest choice,
nest covering and nest construction) within males relative to the
variation that is widely assumed to exist between individuals.

In this study, we experimentally investigated choice of nesting
resources and nest construction, as well as the repeatability of
these behaviours, in male sand gobies. If nest building is to be
a potentially useful indicator of male quality for females (Olsson
et al. 2009), we predicted that nest-building effort should be
consistent within individuals but vary between males. We assessed
both the amount of sand piled on the nest and the area of the nest
opening, as both may influence the male’s mating success
(Kvarnemo et al. 1998; Svensson & Kvarnemo 2005; Lehtonen &
Wong 2009; Olsson et al. 2009).

METHODS

Fish Collection and Housing

Our study was carried out during the sand goby breeding season
between June and July 2010 at the Tvärminne Zoological Station in
southern Finland (59!500N, 23!150E). Sand gobies were collected
using dip nets and transported back to the field station. During the
short (maximum 30 min) transport to the station, fish were kept in
insulated 50-litre plastic tubs (coolers), filled with water to a depth
of 30 cm. At the station, they were housed in several separate-sex
aquaria (ca. 100 litres), each of which contained 10e30 individ-
uals at a time. All aquaria were kept under natural light conditions
and supplied with a continuous through flow of sea water. During
housing, fish were fed twice a day with live mysid shrimp and
frozen chironomid larvae ad libitum. All fish were released back to
the sea at the completion of the study.

All animal experimentation in this study complies with the laws
of Finland. The study procedures met the standards of ‘ELLAethe
National Animal Experiment Board’ for nonintrusive animal
experiments.

Choice of Nesting Resource and its Repeatability

To investigate male nest choice and the repeatability of nest
construction,weofferedmale sandgobiesa repeatedchoicebetween
three different-sized flowerpots as a potential nesting resource.
Males were randomly placed into individual aquaria measuring
68 " 25 cm and 30 cm high. The bottom of each tank was covered
with a 4 cm layer of sand and contained the halved clay flowerpots

(4 cm, 6 cm and 10 cm diameter representing small, medium and
large nesting resources). The three pots were randomly assigned to
the left, right and centre of each tank, with their entrances facing the
frontof theaquarium.Wechecked tanks three timesaday for signsof
nest construction (themale excavating under, and piling sand on top
of, a nest). Twenty-four hours after noting the start of nest-building
activity, we recorded which of the pots the male was occupying
andmeasured a number of nest attributes (see ‘Repeatability of Nest
Characteristics’ below). In some replicates, more than one pot
showed signs of nest-building activity. In such cases, we used the
male’s location inside the pot to determine which of the nesting
resources he had ended up choosing. We then removed all three
flowerpots from the aquarium, levelled the sand on the bottom of
each tank and then reinstated the flowerpots (once again, randomly
assigning each pot to the left, right and centre of the tank with their
entrances facing the front).We then repeated the same procedure to
measure the repeatability of male choice for the size of nesting
resource and the quality of construction (see below). After the
experiment, themalesweremeasuredusinga ruler andanelectronic
balance. In total, 40males (mean total length# SD¼ 54.5 # 4.5 mm,
weight 1.22# 0.31 g)were each tested twice. Of these, 31males built
a nest in both rounds and were used in subsequent analyses. Here,
the choice situation did not allow calculation of actual repeatability
values sensuBecker (1984). Instead,weassessedwhether thechoices
were significantly more repeatable than what would be expected if
the choice behaviour was random.

Repeatability of Nest Characteristics

Twenty-four hours after noting the start of nesting activity (see
above), wemeasured the height of sand piled on top of the nest and
the width of the nest entrance using a ruler. We also took a digital
photograph of each nest entrance using a Canon PowerShot G5
digital camera, with a ruler placed next to the nest entrance as
a scale. The scale was later used for calibrating the nest entrance
area measurements in the image analysis software Image J (http://
rsbweb.nih.gov/ij/).

To control for the possibility that a male’s opportunity to choose
between different-sized nesting resources influences nest-building
effort, we also conducted a second experiment in which the size of
the nesting resource was kept constant. The procedures were
similar to that of the above experiment except that we now
provided each tank with only one medium-sized halved clay
flowerpot (diameter: 6 cm) in the middle of the tank. This experi-
ment was successfully replicated with 23 fish (total length
52.4 # 4.3 mm, weight 1.11 # 0.24 g). However, nest measurements
from both rounds (to calculate repeatability of nest characteristics)
are available only for 21 individuals.

Here, we were able to calculate repeatability values (and their
SEs and 95% confidence intervals) by using one-way ANOVAs to
partition the total variance in nest building into the variance
between and within males. In this regard, the ratio of the variance
between males to the total observed variance gives an estimate of
repeatability, as detailed in Becker (1984).

RESULTS

Choice of Nesting Resource and its Repeatability

Male size predicted the first nest size choice: bigger males
chose, on average, bigger nests (multinomial logistic regression:
c2
2 ¼ 7.43, P ¼ 0.024; Fig. 1). Similarly, when choosing the second

nest, bigger males chose bigger nests (c2
2 ¼ 7.56, P ¼ 0.023; Fig. 1).

The nest size choices of the 31 goby males that built a nest on
both rounds deviated from random on the first round (log-
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likelihood test: G2
2 ¼ 17.4, P < 0.001), with only twomales choosing

to build the small nest (indicating avoidance: binomial distribu-
tion: P ¼ 0.001), 20 males choosing the medium-sized nest (indi-
cating preference: binomial distribution: P < 0.001) and nine males
building the large nest (indicating no deviation from random
choice regarding this nest size: binomial distribution: P ¼ 0.77).
The pattern of nest size choices of these males was similar also in
the second round (log-likelihood test: G2

2 ¼ 10.9, P ¼ 0.004) with
three, 17 and 11 males choosing to build the small (binomial
distribution: P ¼ 0.005), medium (binomial distribution: P ¼ 0.022)
and large (binomial distribution: P ¼ 0.93) nest, respectively. On
both rounds, the males chose randomly between the nests placed
in the corners and middle of the tank (round 1: 23 nests in the
corners and eight nests in the middle, binomial distribution
assuming 1/3 as the expected probability for choosing the nest in
the middle: P ¼ 0.49; round 2: 21 nests in the corners and 10 nests
in the middle, binomial distribution: P ¼ 1.0). Finally, of these 31
males, 15 chose the same nest size on both rounds, whereas 16
chose a different nest size each time. This implies that there was no
significant concordance (‘repeatability’) in nest size choice
(assuming 1/3 as the probability for choosing the same nest size on
both rounds if the second choice was independent of the first one,
binomial distribution: P ¼ 0.12).

Repeatability of Nest Characteristics

The amount of sand the males piled on their nest had a high
repeatability (the associated F ¼ 4.73, repeatability r ¼ 0.65,
SE ¼ 0.11, 95% confidence interval ¼ 0.39e0.82) in the first

experiment (i.e. the experiment in which they were free to choose
between different-sized nests), and a repeatability of r ¼ 0.35
(the associated F ¼ 2.06, SE ¼ 0.20, 95% confidence inter-
val ¼ %0.082e0.67) in the second experiment (Fig. 2). The width
and area of the nest entrance showed no repeatability in the first
(nest entrance width: the associated F ¼ 1.11, repeatability
r ¼ 0.053, SE ¼ 0.19, 95% confidence interval ¼ %0.30e0.40; nest
entrance area: the associated F ¼ 1.14, repeatability r ¼ 0.065,
SE ¼ 0.18, 95% confidence interval ¼ %0.29e0.41) or the second
experiment (width: the associated F ¼ 1.01, repeatability r ¼ 0.007,
SE ¼ 0.22, 95% confidence interval ¼ %0.41e0.43; area: the associ-
ated F ¼ 1.14, repeatability r ¼ 0.064, SE ¼ 0.23, 95% confidence
interval ¼ %0.37e0.48).

DISCUSSION

Theory predicts a relationship between body size and the
quality (e.g. size) of the resource being defended (Dill 1978; Adams
2001). It has also been suggested that, at least in gobies, size-
dependent costs and benefits of nest defence and maintenance
should determine the size of the nest a male of a certain size should
choose (Kvarnemo 1995; Björk & Kvarnemo 2012). In the current
study, we found that, at the population level, male sand gobies
preferred medium-sized nesting resources and larger males had
a higher probability of choosing a larger resource. This is concor-
dant with previous studies, which showed that body size can
influence the choice of breeding site (Natsumeda 1998; Hendry
et al. 2001), and male gobies, in particular, avoid smaller nesting
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Figure 1. The size distribution of males that chose small, S, medium-sized, M, and
large, L, flowerpots in the experiment in which males were given a choice of nesting
resource. (a) Nest choice during the first choice trial, and (b) nest choice during the
second trial.
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Figure 2. The depth of sand piled on the nest (halved clay pot) during the two rounds
of nest building. (a) Results from the first experiment in which males were allowed to
choose between pots of three different sizes. (b) Results from the second experiment in
which only one medium-sized pot was provided.
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resources in favour of either medium (Kvarnemo 1995; Wong et al.
2009) or larger nests (Lindström 1988). However, a lack of
repeatability of choices within individuals suggests that there is
considerable variation in choice of nesting resources. Currently, we
do not have enough data to judge why exactly this is the case. We
offer two hypotheses that could be tested in future studies.

The first factor that could help to explain the observed pattern is
the intense competition for nest sites that commonly occurs in the
study population. Indeed, when nest sites become available in the
field, they are quickly colonized (Forsgren et al. 1996). The initial
colonization is randomwith respect to male size, that is, there is no
correlation between male size and nest size (Lindström 1988), but
later on, a positive correlation appears between male and nest size
because nest take-overs by larger intruder males occur more
frequently in large than small nests (Lindström 1988, 1992b).
Therefore, repeatability in the choice of nesting resources may be
low when males have evolved to make their choice quickly, even in
the face of a risk of frequent suboptimal choices. Second, it is
possible that the first nesting attempt, which we made unsuc-
cessful by levelling the sand, affected motivation or energy levels of
the males, biasing their choices on the second round. Specifically,
nest building is likely to be energetically demanding (Kvarnemo
et al. 1998; but see Olsson et al. 2009), and changes in male
condition or motivation can therefore influence their investment in
any given nesting attempt (Lindström 1998; Olsson et al. 2009).
Indeed, the high within-individual variation in nest choice appears
consistent with the results of Lehtonen & Wong (2009). In that
study, a positive relationship between the quality of field-
constructed nests and the condition of the nest holders dis-
appeared soon after initial nest colonization. Similarly, under
laboratory conditions, nest appearance and male condition are not
always correlated (Lehtonen & Wong 2009).

The costs and benefits associated with maintaining nests of
different sizes (Kvarnemo 1995; Natsumeda 1998; Björk &
Kvarnemo 2012) might also affect how a male invests in building
the nest. A low-quality nest may be worth only a low investment
and nest-building effort. In the experiment inwhich we gave males
flowerpots of only one size, body size and/or nest maintenance
ability of the focal male was more likely to be mismatched with the
size of the nesting resource. This, in turn, could have contributed to
a more variable, that is, less repeatable, nest-building effort. In
contrast, when we gave males a choice of nest sizes, it is likely that
they were in a better position to choose a size that best matched
their current state, and therefore they also built in a highly
repeatable manner.

Over our two experiments, repeatability for the amount of sand
piled on top of the nest was 0.35e0.65, whereas the size of nest
entrance was not repeatable (r ¼ 0.007e0.065). These values are
similar to those measured in a U.K. population of three-spined
sticklebacks, Gasterosteus aculeatus (r ¼ 0.066e0.505, depending
on how nest building was measured; Rushbrook et al. 2008). By
comparison, the repeatability dimensions of male-built nests in
African weaver birds varied between r ¼ 0.06 (NS) and r ¼ 0.21
(significantly repeatable) depending on species (Walsh et al. 2010).
The repeatable aspects of nest-building effort (in our case, the
amount of sand piled on the nest) suggest that awell-built nestmay
not only indicate direct benefits (see e.g. Lindström & Ranta 1992),
but also has potential to signal benefits to females, by being
a repeatable, extended feature of the male’s phenotype (see e.g.
Borgia 1995; Vahed 1998; Schaedelin & Taborsky 2006). Indeed,
many studies have reported female preferences for males that
construct nests with particular characteristics (Östlund-Nilsson
2001; Östlund-Nilsson & Holmlund 2003; Quader 2006). Simi-
larly, there is evidence that nest cover could, at least under some
circumstances (see Lehtonen & Wong 2009), be an honest signal of

male condition in sand gobies (Olsson et al. 2009), with males that
top large volumes of sand on the nest being preferred by females
(Svensson & Kvarnemo 2005; Lehtonen & Lindström 2009;
Lehtonen et al. 2010).

In the sand goby, the repeatability of female preference varies
between 0.503 and 0.756 depending on how it is measured
(Lehtonen & Lindström 2008). Taken together with the current
findings, these values suggest that, at least in sand gobies, both nest
building in males and preferences in females could show an
evolutionary response to selection. We offer two mechanisms that
could explain why this variation has not been erased from the
population by selection. First, traits that are subject to mate choice,
such as nest construction, can be subject to environmental pecu-
liarities (for example Cotton et al. 2006) and show considerable
fluctuations between years (Lehtonen et al. 2010). Such variations
in sexual selection could be related to, for example, population
density (Kokko & Rankin 2006). Like other small fishes, the sand
goby may be sensitive to low temperatures (Kamler 1992), and
variations in the harshness of winters have been observed to cause
large fluctuations in sand goby densities (Parmanne & Lindström
2003). Second, the importance of potential mate cues, such as
nest characteristics, can be unstable even within a shorter time-
scale. Indeed, although sand goby females usually prefer males
with high nest-building investment (see above), Lehtonen & Wong
(2009) showed that when nest-building skills and nest appearance
are decoupled (for example as a consequence of a nest take-over),
females do not prefer to spawn with males that had the largest
amount of sand on their nests.

We found no consistency within males in the way they con-
structed the nest entrance. Previous studies have shown that
males respond to environmental factors by adjusting nest entrance
size. In the presence of sneaker males, nest-holding males
construct smaller nest openings, probably to hamper the ability of
sneakers to enter the nest and deposit sperm (Svensson &
Kvarnemo 2003). Likewise, at low oxygen levels males maintain
bigger nest openings to facilitate water exchange in the nest
(Lissåker et al. 2003). Therefore it seems that there are several
reasons why males should dynamically adjust nest entrance size,
and thus a ‘snapshot’ of this trait cannot reflect male qualities
directly or indirectly.

In conclusion, although larger sand goby males preferred larger
nesting resources, within-individual variationwas so extensive that
nest choices of individual males did not indicate significant
consistency in choice. An aspect of nest-building effort, the amount
of sand on the top of the nest, had a high repeatability only when
the males had been able to choose between nesting resources of
different sizes. These results indicate that at least some aspects of
nest building have a potential signal value, for example within the
framework of mate choice. However, our results suggest that reli-
ability of the signal may be context dependent, as we found
significant consistency only when males had the opportunity to
choose themselves a nesting resource suitable for them. Another
important aspect of nest building, the size of the nest entrance,
showed no repeatability. The reason could be that the nest entrance
needs to be adjusted continually with respect to a number of
external factors and therefore it will not provide reliable informa-
tion about the builder.
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