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 Living in groups and the formation of families is a widespread phenomenon in the animal 
kingdom. Families form when offspring delay dispersal and stay in the natal territory with their 
parents beyond the time at which they could be independent. By doing so, they may postpone their 
personal reproduction by not acquiring their own breeding territory. From an evolutionary 
perspective this can entail a fitness cost since any missed reproductive opportunities potentially 
reduces an individual’s contribution to the gene pool.  However, family living can offer benefits to 
the offspring that choose to stay at home and in the long run it can actually increase their lifetime 
reproductive output. 

 The aim of this study was to assess how the behavioural interactions between group 
members in the Siberian Jay (Perisoreus infaustus) affect individual quality. Family groups of 
Siberian Jays consist of both related family members and unrelated immigrants from other groups. 
The hypothesis for this project was that the phenotypic quality of retained offspring is higher than 
immigrants due to preferential treatment given to these individuals by their parents. At the same 
time, immigrant group members, not having access to nepotistic benefits are expected to have a 
lower quality phenotype than kin birds.  

 I assessed relationships between group members, particularly dominance and aggressive 
interactions by placing a feeder in each jay territory and recording all interactions between birds 
during feeding. Since feather development is connected to nutritional condition, I used feather 
growth and feather quality as a measure of individual quality. Feather quality affects flight skills 
and the ability to avoid predator attacks. Through a method called ptilochronology I assessed and 
compared the feather growth rate across different birds. This enabled me to investigate how 
individual quality is affected by the social interactions in the groups.  

 The results show that non-kin birds are recipients of much higher aggression levels during 
feeding than breeders or retained offspring and as a result they feed less often. Furthermore, birds 
that were subject to aggression more often during feeding (i.e. non-kin birds) presented a lower 
feather growth rate and a lower feather quality than other individuals. Family relations affected 
feather growth and breeders presented much higher average feather growth than retained offspring 
and non-kin individuals.  

 The study suggests that non-kin group members pay a cost through reduced feather quality 
due to aggression directed at them by the dominant pair. In addition, non-kins spend more time 
away from the group, decreasing the impact of social constraints, but increasing vulnerability to 
predators. In contrast to non-kin birds, retained offspring don't pay these costs, but enjoy benefits 
such as increased access to resources and predator protection derived from the nepotistic actions of 
their parents. The result of all these preferential treatments is an increase in the individual quality of 
retained offspring. Thus, staying at home it appears offer important benefits to offspring and 
ultimately these benefits may select for the formation of families. 
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