







    Skip to main content




    
        
        Thank you for visiting nature.com. You are using a browser version with limited support for CSS. To obtain
            the best experience, we recommend you use a more up to date browser (or turn off compatibility mode in
            Internet Explorer). In the meantime, to ensure continued support, we are displaying the site without styles
            and JavaScript.


    




    

    
            

            
                
                    Advertisement

                    
        
            
    
        
            
                [image: Advertisement]
        

    


        
    
                

            
        

    
        
            
                
                    
                    
                    
                        
                        
                            
                                
                                [image: Nature]
                            
                        
                    
                    

                    
                    	
                            
                                View all journals
                            
                        
	
                            
                                Search
                            
                        
	
                            
                                Log in
                            
                        


                

            

        

        
            
                
                    
                        	
                                    
                                        Explore content
                                    
                                
	
                                    
                                        About the journal
                                    
                                
	
                                        
                                            Publish with us
                                        
                                    
	
                                    
                                        Subscribe
                                    
                                


                        	
                                    
                                        Sign up for alerts
                                    
                                
	
                                    
                                            RSS feed
                                    
                                


                    

                

            

        
    


    
    
        
            
                	nature



	letters

	
                                    article


    
        
        
            
            
                
                    	Letter
	Published: 05 October 1995



                    Ejaculate quality and the success of extra-pair copulations in the zebra finch

                    	T. R. Birkhead1, 
	F. Fletcher1, 
	E. J. Pellatt1 & 
	â€¦
	A. Staples1Â 

Show authors

                    

                    
                        
    Nature

                        volumeÂ 377,Â pages 422â€“423 (1995)Cite this article
                    

                    
        
            	
                        331 Accesses

                    
	
                        102 Citations

                    
	
                            3 Altmetric

                        
	
                    Metrics details

                


        

    
                    
                

                
                
    
    

    
    

                
            


        
            Abstract
IN many passerine birds, sperm competition1,2 is intense and extra-pair paternity frequent3. The outcome of sperm competition is often determined by relative sperm numbers4,5, and theory predicts that males should maximize the number of sperm they ejaculate during extra-pair copulations6,7. Differences in sperm quality between males also affect the outcome of sperm competition4. Here we report that the swimming velocity of sperm of the zebra finch, Taeniopygia guttata, varies predictably within males, and is determined, together with sperm numbers, by the time since last ejaculation. By performing extra-pair copulations outside their own-pair copulation period, males maximize both the quality and number of sperm in ejaculates. These effects are a consequence of the way sperm are stored and mature in the male reproductive tract. The disportionate success of extra-pair copulations8, also seen in other birds9, may therefore be explained in terms of the independent effects of sperm numbers and velocity.
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