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Age-dependent costs of cowbird parasitism in Yellow Warblers
(Setophaga petechia)
C.A. Rock, S.P. Quinlan, M. Martin, and D.J. Green

Abstract: Brood parasitism by Brown-headed Cowbirds (Molothrus ater (Boddaert, 1783)) often reduces the reproductive success of
their hosts. We examined whether the ability of females to avoid or mitigate the costs of brood parasitism improved with age in
a population of YellowWarblers (Setophaga petechia (L., 1766)) breeding near Revelstoke, British Columbia, between 2004 and 2011.
Cowbirds parasitized 18% of Yellow Warbler nesting attempts and females rejected 24% of parasitized nests, principally by
deserting the nest and initiating a new breeding attempt. We found no evidence that older females were better at avoiding
parasitism ormore likely to reject parasitized nests than yearlings. On average, brood parasitism reduced clutch sizes by 0.8 eggs,
had no effect on nest success, but reduced the number of young fledged from successful nests by 1.3 offspring. Despite age-related
improvement in somemeasures of breeding performance, the costs of brood parasitism at each period of the breeding cycle did
not vary with age. There was, however, some evidence, that brood parasitism reduced the annual productivity (total number of
young fledged) of older females less than the annual productivity of yearlings suggesting that the cumulative costs of brood
parasitism varied with age.
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Résumé : Le parasitisme de couvée par le vacher à tête brune (Molothrus ater (Boddaert, 1783)) entraîne souvent une réduction du
succès de reproduction des hôtes. Nous avons vérifié si la capacité des femelles à éviter ou atténuer les coûts du parasitisme de
couvée augmentait avec l’âge dans une population de parulines jaunes (Setophaga petechia (L., 1766)) nidifiant près de Revelstoke
(Colombie-Britannique), de 2004 à 2011. Des vachers ont parasité 18 % des tentatives de nidification de parulines jaunes et les
femelles ont rejeté 24 % des nids parasités, principalement en désertant le nid et en entreprenant une nouvelle tentative de
nidification. Aucune observation ne suggère que les femelles plus âgées éviteraient plus efficacement le parasitisme ou seraient
plus susceptibles de rejeter un nid parasité que des femelles d’un an. Enmoyenne, le parasitisme de couvée se traduisait par une
réduction de la taille des couvées de 0,8 œuf, n’avait aucun effet sur le succès du nid, mais faisait diminuer de 1,3 le nombre de
jeunes envolés de nids où la nidification avait été un succès. Malgré une amélioration associée à l’âge de certaines mesures de la
performance de reproduction, les coûts du parasitisme de couvée à chaque période du cycle de reproduction ne variaient pas
selon l’âge. Certaines données indiquent toutefois que la réduction de la productivité annuelle (nombre total de jeunes envolés
du nid) découlant du parasitisme de couvée était plus faible pour les femelles plus âgées que pour les femelles d’un an, ce qui
porte à croire que les coûts cumulatifs du parasitisme de couvée variaient en fonction de l’âge. [Traduit par la Rédaction]

Mots-clés : paruline jaune, Setophaga petechia, parasitisme de couvée, âge, vacher à tête brune, Molothrus ater.

Introduction
Breeding performance improves with age in many bird species

(Newton 1989; Sæther 1990) and this pattern may result from im-
provement in one or many aspects of reproduction. For example,
older birds have been reported to initiate clutches earlier (Lozano
et al. 1996; Balbontín et al. 2007), produce larger eggs (Robertson
et al. 1994), lay larger clutches (Espie et al. 2000; Low et al. 2007),
and fledge more young per nesting attempt (Perrins and Moss
1974; Reid et al. 2003) and per breeding season (Green 2001). Age-
related improvement in breeding performance may result from
prior breeding experience that leads to individual advancement
in selecting a territory, predator detection and avoidance, or for-
aging efficiency (experience hypothesis; Curio 1983; Nol and
Smith 1987), increased reproductive effort later in life, when the
expectation of future reproduction is low (restraint hypothesis;
Pianka and Parker 1975), and (or) selective mortality that removes
poorer quality individuals from the breeding population (selec-
tive mortality hypothesis; Orians 1969; Curio 1983).

Reproductive success of many birds is reduced by obligate
brood parasites such as cuckoos (family Cuculidae) and cowbirds
(genus Molothrus Swainson, 1832) that have negative effects at sev-
eral stages of the nesting cycle. Clutch sizes are reduced when a
host egg is removed by brood parasites (Smith 1981; Rothstein
1982; Sealy 1992). Hatching success of remaining host eggs is low-
ered when host eggs are damaged by brood parasites, or earlier
hatching brood parasitic nestlings that draw parental attention
away from host eggs (Walkinshaw 1961; Peer and Sealy 1999; Peer
and Bollinger 2000). Parasitized broods produce fewer or no host
fledglings when parasitic young outcompete host young for food
deliveries or eject host young from the nest (Lichtenstein and
Sealy 1998; Peer and Bollinger 2000; Rivers 2007; but see Rivers
et al. 2010). These costs usually reduce the total number of fledglings
raised by hosts over the course of the breeding season (Klaas 1975;
Lorenzana and Sealy 1999; Smith et al. 2002). The presence of para-
sitic young may also reduce the postfledging survival of host off-
spring (Rasmussen and Sealy 2006; but see Smith 1981), further
increasing the cumulative costs of brood parasitism.

Received 16 January 2013. Accepted 10 May 2013.

C.A. Rock, S.P. Quinlan, M. Martin, and D.J. Green. Centre for Wildlife Ecology, Department of Biological Sciences, Simon Fraser University, 8888 University Drive, Burnaby, BC V5A 1S6,
Canada.

Corresponding author: D.J. Green (e-mail: djgreen@sfu.ca).

505

Can. J. Zool. 91: 505–511 (2013) dx.doi.org/10.1139/cjz-2013-0014 Published at www.nrcresearchpress.com/cjz on 21 May 2013.

mailto:djgreen@sfu.ca
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/cjz-2013-0014


Studies investigating age-specific impacts of brood parasitism
have typically asked whether older hosts are less likely to be par-
asitized than younger hosts because they occupy better territo-
ries, select better nest sites or are more effective at defending
their nest, and more likely to eject parasitic eggs or reject parasit-
ized nests as they learn to recognize parasitic eggs. These studies
usually found no evidence that older host females were less likely
to be parasitized by either cuckoos or cowbirds, and in fact, the
reverse was often the case (Smith 1981; Brooker and Brooker 1996;
Langmore and Kilner 2007; but see Sealy 1995). Some studies dem-
onstrated that older females were more likely to reject a parasitic
egg or nestling. Lotem et al. (1992, 1995) found that earlier breed-
ing Great Reed Warbler (Acrocephalus arundinaceus (L., 1758)) hosts
consisting of a higher proportion of adult females were signifi-
cantly more likely to reject brood parasitic Common Cuckoo
(Cuculus canorus L., 1758) eggs from their nests (but see Moskát and
Hauber 2007 and Sealy 1995)



tion. We recorded clutch size to identify losses at the laying or
incubation stage due to cowbirds removing host eggs. Nest suc-
cess was evaluated to determine whether parasitized nests that
were not abandoned were more likely to fail during incubation or
the nestling period due to increased activity and noise near the
nest. We used the number of host young fledged from successful
nests to assess whether the presence of a cowbird nestling in-
creased host nestling mortality. Brood condition was evaluated to
determine whether host nestlings that were raised with cowbird
nestlings were of lower quality compared with nestlings raised in
nests that were not parasitized. Finally, annual productivity was
examined to determine whether females parasitized with a cow-
bird egg at least once per breeding season produced fewer fledged
young compared with unparasitized females.
The candidate model set examining whether nests were para-

sitized included models with all combinations of three terms:
year, clutch initiation date, and female age (yearling or older). The
candidate model set examining whether females rejected parasit-
ized nests included all combinations of the three terms: date,
female age, and the stage the parasitic egg was laid (early or late).
The candidatemodel sets examining variation in clutch size, nest-
ing success, the number of young fledged from successful nests,
and annual productivity included all combinations of year, date
(where appropriate), female age, parasitism (yes or no), and a
female age × parasitism interaction term. The candidatemodel set
examining variation in brood condition included brood size as a
variable in all models, all combinations of year, date, male age
(yearling or older), female age, parasitism, and all interactions
between age and parasitism terms. Male age was excluded from
most analyses because there was no evidence that male age or the
interaction betweenmale age, female age, or parasitism improved
the full models in these candidate model sets (based on Q(AICc))
values, allowing us to include data from pairs wheremale age was
unknown. As females could have multiple nesting attempts
within a year (39 of 127 females) and some were monitored in
multiple years of the study (24 of 127 females), we initially ex-
plored factors influencing parasitism rates, rejection rates, and
breeding performance using a mixed modelling approach and
included female identity as a random term. However, there was
little variance associated with the female identity term and the
standard errors of the variance component overlapped zero, so we



varied between years, being smaller in 2004 and larger in 2006
(Table 2). Five of the 19 candidate models received strong support
(�AICc < 2). The date and parasitism terms were included in all
strongly supported models and had high parameter likelihoods
(1.00). The year and female age terms were both included in three
of the five strongly supported models (Table 2), and hadmoderate
parameter likelihoods (0.654 and 0.573, respectively). The female
age × parasitism interaction term was included in two of the
strongly supported models (Table 2), but had a low parameter
likelihood (0.386) and a weighted parameter estimate with a large
standard error (–0.160 ± 0.245), indicating that the cost of parasit-
ism did not vary with age.
Overall, 52% (n = 209) of nesting attempts that were not aban-

doned as a result of cowbird parasitism fledged at least one nest-
ling Yellow Warbler. Of the nests that failed, predation was the
principal cause of failure (84%, n = 100). Nest success did not im-
prove with female age and nests that were parasitized were as
likely to be successful as those that were not parasitized (Fig. 1).
There was considerable model uncertainty; 8 of the 19 models in
the candidate set received strong support. However, the null
model received more support than any other model and all terms
had low parameter likelihoods suggesting that female age, para-
sitism by cowbirds, date, and year had little effect on the proba-
bility that females would fledge at least one nestling.
Successful nests fledged 3.2 ± 1.2 young (mean ± SD) (n = 109). On

average, older females fledged 0.6 more offspring than yearling
females. Cowbird parasitism reduced the number of young
fledged by approximately 1.4 offspring (Fig. 1). Two of the 19 can-
didate models received strong support (Table 2). The highest sup-
ported model that contained the date, female age, and parasitism
terms received 1.6 times the support of the next best model that
also included the female age × parasitism term. All the terms in
the top model consequently had high parameter likelihoods
(all >0.90). There was little evidence that older females could mit-
igate the impact of brood parasitism; the female age × parasitism
term had a low parameter likelihood (0.434) and the weighted

parameter estimate was small with a large standard error (0.142 ±
0.319).
Counter to expectations, the presence of a cowbird nestling

reduced slightly the condition of broods raised by older females
but had no detectable effect on the condition of broods raised by
young females (Fig. 1). Broods raised by older males were, how-
ever, in better condition than those raised by young males (top
model, �ASY ± SE = 0.36 ± 0.19 g, where ASY is after second year).
Brood condition also declined as brood size increased, declined
with clutch initiation date, and varied with year. Five of the
63 candidate models received strong support. The best model in-
cluded female age, male age, parasitism, and the female age ×
parasitism interaction, in addition to the brood size, date, and
year terms (Table 2). Female age and the female age × interaction
were included in all five strongly supported models and had high
parameter likelihoods (0.922 and 0.627, respectively). Male age
was included in four of the five strongly supported models and
also had a high parameter likelihood (0.799).

Impact of brood parasitism on annual productivity of
Yellow Warblers
Female Yellow Warblers initiated between 1 and 4 clutches per

year, occasionally fledging two broods (4 of 160 female-years). An-
nual productivity per female averaged 2.2 ± 1.9 fledglings. Older
females produced, on average, 0.7 fledglings more than yearlings.
The productivity of females that were parasitized at least once
during a breeding season was reduced by approximately 1.0 fledg-
lings, although there was some evidence that cowbirds had less
impact on older females than yearlings (Fig. 2, Table 2). Two of the
10 candidate models received strong support. The highest ranked
model that included the terms female age, parasitism, and the
age × parasitism interaction received 1.5 times the support of
the next best model that did not include the interaction term. The
parameter likelihoods for the main effects of age and parasitism
were high (0.871 and 0.942, respectively), although the parameter
likelihood for the interaction term was lower (0.492). There was

Fig. 1. Breeding performance of yearling (solid circles) and older (open circles) female Yellow Warblers (Setophaga petechia) parasitized or not
parasitized by Brown-headed Cowbirds (Molothrus ater) between 2004–2006 and 2008–2011. Numbers above the bars represent the number of
nests within each category.
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no evidence of unexplained temporal variation in annual produc-
tivity; the year term was not included in any of the models that
received strong support.

Discussion
This study, like many other studies that have examined age

effects on breeding performance of birds, found that older female
Yellow Warblers had higher annual productivity than yearling
females. Age-related improvements in productivity resulted from
improvement at several stages of the nesting cycle as older fe-
males laid larger clutches and fledged more young per successful
nest. Our results were consistent with other studies that have
shown age-related variation in clutch size (Espie et al. 2000; Low
et al. 2007) and fledging success per nesting attempt (Perrins and
Moss 1974; Reid et al. 2003) and per breeding season (Green 2001).
Counter to our expectations, however, we only detected age-
specific costs of brood parasitism on one measure of breeding
performance, the total number of young fledged during the
course of the breeding season.
Brood parasitism is known to have negative impacts on host

breeding performance at several stages of the breeding cycle
(Lorenzana and Sealy 1999). Studies on a large range of host
species have demonstrated that parasitized nests have smaller
clutches (Smith 1981; Rothstein 1982; Sealy 1995; Tewksbury et al.
2002) and reduced hatching (Walkinshaw 1961; McMaster and
Sealy 1999; Peer and Sealy 1999; Peer and Bollinger 2000) and

Table 2. Summary of top-ranked (Q)AICcmodels (�(Q)AICc < 2) examining the breeding performance of female Yellow
Warblers (Setophaga petechia) in Revelstoke, British Columbia, between 2004–2006 and 2008–2011.

Model K (Q)AICc �(Q)AICc wi

Clutch size*
Year + date + parasitism 10 436.93 0.00 0.296
Date + female age + parasitism + age × parasitism 6 437.57 0.64 0.215
Year + date + female age + parasitism 11 437.84 0.91 0.188
Year + date + female age + parasitism + female age × parasitism 12 438.04 1.11 0.170
Date + parasitism 4 438.57 1.64 0.130

Nesting success†

Null 2 198.54 0.00 0.163
Date 3 198.83 0.29 0.141
Date + year 9 199.79 1.25 0.087
Female age 3 199.94 1.40 0.081
Year 8 200.20 1.66 0.071
Parasitism 3 200.26 1.72 0.069
Date + female age 4 200.52 1.98 0.061
Date + parasitism 4 200.53 1.99 0.060

Number fledged*
Year + date + female age + parasitism 11 291.44 0.00 0.538
Year + date + female age + parasitism + female age × parasitism 12 292.39 0.95 0.334

Brood condition*
Brood size + year + date + male age + female age + parasitism +

female age × parasitism
14 196.85 0.00 0.144

Brood size + year + date + male age + female age + parasitism +
male age × parasitism + female age × parasitism

15 197.12 0.27 0.126

Brood size + year + date + male age + female age + parasitism +
male age × female age + female age × parasitism

15 198.19 1.34 0.074

Brood size + year + date + male age + female age + parasitism + male
age × female age + male age × parasitism + female age × parasitism

16 198.61 1.76 0.060

Brood size + year + date + parasitism +female age + female age ×
parasitism

13 198.76 1.91 0.055

Annual productivity‡

Female age + parasitism + female age × parasitism 6 323.39 0.00 0.482
Female age + parasitism 5 324.14 0.75 0.331

Note: Candidate models sets examined variation in clutch size (n = 197), nesting success (n = 209), number fledged (n = 109), fledgling
condition (n = 99), and annual productivity (n = 160).

*K is the number of parameters in the model +1 for intercept and +1 for model variance.
†K is the number of parameters in the model +1 for intercept and +1 for variance inflation factor.
‡K is the number of parameters in the model +1 for intercept, +1 for model variance, and +1 for variance inflation factor.

Fig. 2. Boxplots comparing the annual productivity of yearling and
older female Yellow Warblers (Setophaga petechia) parasitized or not
parasitized by Brown Headed-Cowbirds (Molothrus ater) between
2004–2006, and 2008–2011 Boxplots show median, interquartile
range (box), 10th and 90th percentiles (whiskers) and outliers (solid
circles). Samples sizes from left to right are 54, 70, 13, and 23.

Rock et al. 509

Published by NRC Research Press



fledging (Walkinshaw 1961; Marvil and Cruz 1989; McMaster
and Sealy 1999; Payne 2005) success. Brood parasitism by Brown-
headed Cowbirds also reduced the breeding success of Yellow
Warblers in our study. YellowWarblers with parasitized nests had
smaller clutch sizes presumably because female cowbirds remove
a host egg prior to laying their own. However, these parasitized
nests were as likely to fledge young as nests that were not parasit-
ized. If nests were successful, Yellow Warblers also fledged fewer
young from parasitized than unparasitized nests. Losses at the
end of the nestling period were greater than losses in clutch size
(1.3 offspring versus 0.8 eggs). This could result because eggs were
damaged during brood parasitism and failed to hatch (Peer and
Sealy 1999) or because nestling mortality is higher when compet-
ing with a cowbird nestling (Lichtenstein and Sealy 1998). Female
warblers that were parasitized at least once during a breeding
season consequently produced, on average, 1.3 less fledglings than
females that avoided brood parasitism.
Competition between host offspring and cowbird nestlings for

food provided by parents during the nestling and postfledging
period may reduce juvenile survival and lead us to underestimate
the cumulative costs of brood parasitism by cowbirds. However,
empirical evidence that host nestlings are in worse condition and
have lower juvenile survival when raised alongside cowbirds is
mixed. Weatherhead (1989) found that cowbird nestlings did not
influence the growth rates of nestling YellowWarblers or nestling
Red-winged Blackbirds (Agelaius phoeniceus (L., 1766)). Smith (1981)
found that the mass of nestling Song Sparrows was reduced when
raisedwith a cowbird, but that the presence of a cowbird fledgling
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