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All over the world, many species, ranging from small insects to large mammals, 

show a common trait in the effort to survive. This trait is none other than grouping 

behaviour, where individuals of the same species come together to form groups of 

various sizes in order to seek protection from predation as well as to increase their 

efficiency in finding food. Birds in particular show a spectacular variety of group 

behaviour. In these animals, a very interesting situation arises when a territorial group is 

formed that contains related and unrelated individuals. Because of the delicate interplay 

of interests between these individuals, the group might not necessarily be as stable as one 

might think. This raises the very interesting question “What actually constitutes a 

group?”.  

 To investigate this intriguing matter, I looked at Siberian jays (Perisoreus 

infaustus) in their natural habitat in northern Sweden. Particularly, I wanted to see if the 

birds always hang out together irrespective of their kinship and the quality of the territory 

or if some birds show a preference for whom they associate with. 

 To do this, I observed the birds coming to a feeder that I placed in their territory 

and recorded each time whether a certain individual came there alone or in the company 

of other individual(s). I carried this out in territories of differing quality (managed forest 

– low quality territories; pristine forest – high quality territories) as well as during several 

seasons (late winter and autumn). Consequently, I created model that allowed simple 

quantification of the levels of association between the individuals within each territory. 

 Results of the study indicate that the cohesion levels between the individuals 

strongly depend on how closely related the birds are. The alpha breeding pair birds have 

the highest cohesion (seen together 83% of time), while the cohesion between the alpha 

pair and their offspring is somewhat lower (72%) and cohesion between the alpha pair 

and the unrelated individuals is the lowest (44%). This indicates that in this species, the 

alpha pair and their offspring form the core of the group, while the unrelated individuals 

are in turn just loosely connected to this core. Interestingly, territory quality and the 

season did not affect the cohesion between the birds.  

 While further evidence was found that there might be more factors other than 

cohesion which contribute to the overall pattern of coherence among the birds, this study 

does cast light on the fact that even if individuals are present in a territory, they might not 

necessarily be a tight unit. As such, they might be unable to fully benefit from group 

living and thus showing that the term „group‟ can sometimes be a misleading concept.   
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