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of female quality, but further study is needed to determine 
if blue-green eggshell colour is a truly informative signal.
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Zusammenfassung 

Unterschiedliche Farbmuster der Eier des 
Berghüttensängers (Sialia currucoides) bieten eine 
unklare Unterstützung der auf geschlechtlicher Selektion 
beruhenden “Eischalenfarben-Hypothese”

Um die funktionelle Bedeutung schmückender, dekorativer 
Merkmale zu ermitteln und auch, ob sie ein Ergebnis 
sexueller Selektion sind, muss man verstehen, wie sie 
zwischen den einzelnen Individuen variieren und mit 
anderen qualitativen Merkmalen zusammenhängen. Eine 
auffällige Eierfärbung ist ein Merkmal, das sich durch 
sexuelle Selektion als ein Signal für die Qualität des 
Weibchens herausgebildet haben könnte. Diese Hypothese 
basiert auf der Annahme, dass das Pigment für blau-grüne 
Schalenfärbung möglicherweise eine begrenzte Ressource 
ist und es deshalb aufwendig wäre, diese für die Färbung 
von Eischalen zu verbrauchen. Für den Berghüttensänger 
(Sialia currucoides) untersuchten wir die mögliche 
Signalwirkung blau-grüner Schalenfärbungen durch die 
Quantifizierung der Farbmustervariationen innerhalb 
eines Geleges einerseits und andererseits zwischen 
einzelnen Gelegen, um herauszufinden, ob das Pigment 
begrenzt ist und ob bestimmte Farbmuster für individuelle 
Weibchen spezifisch sind. Über zwei Brutperioden hinweg 
untersuchten wir außerdem, ob es Zusammenhänge 
zwischen den Eierfärbungen und anderen Merkmalen der 
Weibchen und ihren “Investments” in die Eier gab. Innerhalb 

Abstract  Determining the functional significance of orna-
mental traits and whether they are shaped by sexual selection 
requires understanding how they vary among individuals, 
and their relationship with other measures of quality. Con-
spicuous eggshell coloration is a trait that may have evolved 
through sexual selection as a signal of female quality. This 
hypothesis is based on the possibility that the pigment used 
to colour blue-green eggs is limited and potentially costly to 
allocate to eggshells. We investigated the signalling poten-
tial of blue-green eggshell colour by quantifying patterns 
of within- and among-clutch colour variation in Mountain 
Bluebirds (Sialia currucoides) to determine if pigment was 
limited and if egg colour traits are intrinsic to individual 
females. We also explored relationships over two breeding 
seasons between eggshell colour and other female traits and 
investment in eggs. Eggshell colour was highly repeatable 
within clutches for most measures, and relatively consistent 
between breeding events in different years, indicating that 
eggshell colour is an intrinsic trait. Eggs in second clutches 
within a season had less saturated blue-green colour than 
in first clutches, and within clutches, later-laid eggs were 
brighter but generally less blue-green in colour than earlier 
laid eggs, providing evidence of pigment limitation. How-
ever, associations between eggshell colour and other female 
traits and investment in eggs were less clear, and inconsist-
ent among study years. Our findings suggest that there is 
potential for blue-green egg colour to function as a signal 
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eines Geleges wiederholte sich das gleiche Farbmuster 
immer wieder und war ziemlich konsistent für Bruten in 
unterschiedlichen Jahren, was darauf hinweist, dass die 
Farbmuster der Eischalen ein intrinsisches Merkmal sind. 
Eier einer zweiten Brut in der gleichen Brutsaison zeigten 
eine weniger satte blau-grüne Farbgebung als in den ersten 
Bruten, und innerhalb eines Geleges waren die später 
gelegten Eier generell heller und blasser blau-grün als die 
vorher gelegten Eier, was auf einen begrenzten Pigment-
Vorrat hindeutet. Aber mögliche Zusammenhänge zwischen 
der Schalenfärbung einerseits und anderen Merkmalen der 
Weibchen oder ihrer „Eier-Investments“waren weniger klar 
und über die Untersuchungsjahre hinweg widersprüchlich. 
Unsere Ergebnisse legen nahe, dass es ein Potential für blau-
grüne Eifärbung als Signal für eine hohe Güte der Weibchen 
gibt; aber nur weitere Untersuchungen können letztlich 
zeigen, ob die blau-grüne Eifärbung wirklich ein Signal mit 
Informationswert ist.

Introduction

Conspicuous ornamental traits of animals are thought 
to have evolved through sexual selection (Darwin 1871; 
Andersson 1994). Such traits are generally costly to pro-
duce and maintain (Zahavi 1975), and are not likely to be 
favoured by natural selection. Instead, ornamental traits 
evolve because they confer a reproductive advantage 
through increased access to mates (Andersson 1994). Sexu-
ally selected ornaments can advertise competitive ability, 
hormone levels, and social status, providing valuable infor-
mation to opponents (Kodric-Brown and Brown 1984). 
Alternatively, such traits may signal good genes and cur-
rent condition to potential mates (Andersson 1994). The 
evolution of ornamental traits has primarily been investi-
gated in males, because male reproductive success often is 
highly variable and determined chiefly by their ability to 
gain access to mates, motivating males to compete for such 
access. Female reproductive success is mainly limited by 
their ability to produce gametes and raise young, resulting in 
females being selective when choosing mates (Trivers 1972). 
However, females of many taxa produce ornamental traits 
[e.g., nuptial colouration in fish (Baldauf et al. 2011), throat 
colour in lizards (Weiss 2006), and plumage colour and 
song in birds (Siefferman and Hill 2005; Karubian 2013)]. 
Such traits may have evolved through male mate choice, 
particularly for species where male investment in mating 
effort (either pre- or post-copulation) is substantial and they 
cannot invest equally in mating with all available females 
(Edward and Chapman 2011). While there has been an 
increase in studies of female traits over the past decade, our 
understanding of female ornaments is still poor compared 
to those produced by males, and more research is needed to 

illuminate the evolution of female ornaments and whether 
or not they are informative advertisements.

Blue-green eggshell colour is an attribute, produced 
only by females, that has been proposed as an ornament 
that advertises female quality and influences male invest-
ment in parental care (Moreno and Osorno 2003). Blue-
green eggshell colour is the result of biliverdin deposited in 
the surface layer of eggshells during laying (Sparks 2011). 
Biliverdin is a metabolically produced antioxidant pigment 
with the potential to provide important health benefits by 
scavenging free radicals and preventing damage from oxi-
dative stress (Stocker et al. 1990). As oxidative stress is 
high during egg laying (von Schantz et al. 1999), female 
birds may be limited in the amount of biliverdin they can 
produce and allocate to eggshells. Evidence suggests that 
eggshell biliverdin is synthesized by the shell gland (Zhao 
et al. 2006), but little is known about the potential costs of 
producing it. If biliverdin is limited, and eggshell colour 
accurately reflects pigment levels as some studies suggest 
(Moreno et al. 2006; López-Rull et al. 2008; but see Cassey 
et al. 2012), eggshell colour should be less saturated for eggs 
laid later within clutches and for second breeding attempts 
in the same season. There is evidence that blue-green colour 
of later-laid eggs is lower than that of eggs laid earlier in the 
laying sequence both in passerine (Moreno et al. 2005; Krist 
and Grim 2007; López de Hierro and De Neve 2010) and 
non-passerine birds (Morales et al. 2011), but these find-
ings are not universal (Siefferman et al. 2006; Hargitai et al. 
2008; Hanley and Doucet 2009). While studies that directly 
compare colouration between subsequent breeding attempts 
within seasons are rare, those that have been conducted have 
shown a decline in the pigmentation of successive clutches 
(López de Hierro and De Neve 2010; Honza et al. 2012), 
providing further evidence of pigment limitation.

For a trait to be a sexually selected signal of intrinsic 
quality, it should be repeatable within individuals; but if 
the trait is condition-dependent, it is also likely to be sensi-
tive to resource availability and affected by environmental 
conditions, and show variation within an individual among 
years or breeding attempts (Vitousek et al. 2012). Numerous 
studies have found that egg colour is more consistent within 
clutches than among clutches (Moreno et al. 2004; Sieffer-
man et al. 2006; Krist and Grim 2007; Soler et al. 2008; 
Hanley and Doucet 2009; Morales et al. 2011; Honza et al. 
2012), but few studies have investigated the repeatability of 
egg colour between breeding attempts of individual females. 
Studies of multiple breeding attempts have generally focused 
on egg recognition as a mechanism for preventing brood 
parasitism (Honza et al. 2012), or have been conducted using 
domestic fowl which are not subject to the same array of 
environmental pressures, and lay eggs continuously rather 
than in discrete clutches (Dearborn et al. 2012).
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If eggshell colour is a meaningful signal of female 
quality we expect it to co-vary with other female traits 
associated with quality and investment in reproduction. 
There is evidence for several of these predictions, but they 
are far from universally supported. Females that initiate 
clutches earlier in the season have been found to lay more 
highly pigmented eggs (Moreno et al. 2006; Honza et al. 
2012), providing support for eggshell colour as a qual-
ity signal because older, higher-quality females generally 
breed earlier in the season (Ardia 2005), but other studies 
have not found such relationships (Siefferman et al. 2006; 
Hargitai et al. 2008). Measures of structural size and con-
dition also have been found to be positively related to egg 
colour (Moreno et al. 2005; Siefferman et al. 2006; Krist 
and Grim 2007: but see Cassey et al. 2008; Hargitai et al. 
2008; López-Rull et al. 2008; Johnsen et al. 2011), but 
few studies have investigated relationships between egg 
colour and other ornamental traits. The only study to our 
knowledge that investigated relationships between female 
plumage and egg colour found that the size of white wing 
patches of female Collared Flycatchers (Ficedula albicol-
lis) were not related to the colour of their eggs (Hargitai 
et al. 2008). In addition, support for relationships between 
pre-hatching maternal investment and eggshell colour are 
mixed. Some studies have found that egg colour was posi-
tively related to clutch size (López de Hierro and De Neve 
2010), egg mass (Moreno et al. 2006; Siefferman et al. 
2006), and maternal investment in yolk components such 
as antibodies (Morales et al. 2006) and carotenoids (Nav-
arro et al. 2011), but other studies have not found these 
relationships (Cassey et al. 2008; Hargitai et al. 2008; 
Krištofík et al. 2013).

We examined the natural patterns of variation in the 
colour of eggs laid by female Mountain Bluebirds (Sialia 
currucoides) to determine whether there is support in this 
species for the possibility that blue-green eggshell colour 
is a sexually selected trait. We quantified eggshell col-
our and examined variation within and among clutches 
over two breeding seasons. If pigments were limited, we 
expected eggshell colour saturation to decline with laying 
order within clutches, and between subsequent breeding 
attempts of individual females in the same year. However, 
if eggshell colour is intrinsic to individual females, we 
predicted that, although pigmentation may decline, colour 
variables of clutches laid by the same female should be 
more repeatable than clutches laid by different females, 
both between first and second clutches and among years. In 
addition, we investigated the relationship between eggshell 
colour and several female traits (clutch initiation date and 
plumage colour) and measures of their investment in eggs 
(egg mass and relative yolk volume). If eggshell colour 
is a signal of female quality and investment, we expected 
females that initiated clutches earlier in the season and 

those that had bluer plumage, which has been shown to be 
a quality signal in this species (Morrison et al. 2014; but 
see Balenger et al. 2007), would lay clutches of eggs with 
more saturated blue-green colour. We also predicted that 
the colour of these clutches would be positively related to 
the mass and yolk volume of the eggs.

Methods

Study site, species, and general field procedures

We studied Mountain Bluebirds breeding in nest boxes 
southwest of Williams Lake, BC, Canada (51°N, 122°W), 
from mid-April to early August in 2011 and 2012. Pairs of 
nest boxes (n = 84 pairs) were spaced ~ 5 m apart to reduce 
interspecific competition with other cavity nesting species, 
in particular Tree Swallows (Tachycineta bicolor), and pairs 
of boxes were spaced at least 200 m apart to avoid competi-
tion with other bluebirds (Power and Lombardo 1996). The 
habitat in the study area consisted of arid open grassland 
with scattered stands of Douglas-fir (Psuedotsuga menziesii). 
Mountain Bluebirds are migratory, medium-sized (~ 30 g), 
socially monogamous passerine birds with biparental care. 
At this site, they return from the wintering grounds in early 
March and begin initiating first clutches in late April. Up to 
40% of this population also double broods and lays a sec-
ond clutch of eggs after successfully raising their first brood 
(O’Brien and Dawson 2013). Clutch sizes range from two to 
seven eggs, but clutches of five or six eggs are most common 
(Power and Lombardo 1996 ; O’Brien and Dawson 2013). 
Mountain Bluebirds lay eggs ranging in colour from pale 
blue to nearly turquoise, although white eggs have also been 
documented (from 2 to 9% of clutches; Peak 2011).

We began monitoring nest boxes early in the breeding 
season to determine the start of nest construction and sub-
sequent clutch initiation. We weighed each egg using a port-
able balance (nearest 0.01 g) on the day they were laid, and 
in 2012, an image of each egg was taken using a digital 
camera and ovolux (see Ardia et al. 2006). We used ImageJ 
software to measure the yolk and egg dimensions from the 
images, and then calculated relative yolk volume by divid-
ing yolk volume (4/3 × π × radius3) by the total egg volume 
(calculated using the equation found in Hoyt 1979). After 
clutches were complete, nests were not disturbed until day 
9–10 of incubation (incubation period is ~ 13 days; Power 
and Lombardo 1996) when we measured the colour of com-
plete clutches of eggs by quantifying their reflective prop-
erties using a spectrometer (details below). Once eggs had 
hatched, we captured adult females while they were feed-
ing young. For identification, we banded all females with 
a unique combination of a numbered aluminium band and 
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three coloured plastic bands. Additionally, we collected 
rump feathers (8–12) and measured their spectral proper-
ties (details below).

Colour quantification

We measured the colour of eggs on day 9–10 of the incu-
bation period over the range of wavelengths visible to 
songbirds (300–700 nm) using an Ocean Optics USB2000 
spectrometer (Dunedin, FL, USA) with a deuterium tung-
sten halogen light source (Avantes, Broomfield, CO, 
USA). Three measurements of reflectance of each egg, 
relative to a white standard, were taken in an enclosed 
dark environment to eliminate ambient light. From these 
reflectance spectra, we calculated metrics for brightness 
(total light reflectance from 300 to 700 nm), hue (the 
wavelength of maximal reflectance), blue-green chroma 
(relative reflectance from 400 to 575 nm), and ultraviolet 
(UV) chroma (relative reflectance from 300 to 400 nm) 
using the package pavo (Maia et al. 2013) in R 3.1.2 (R 
Core Team 2014), and then averaged the values for each 
egg. Eggshell blue-green chroma was negatively corre-
lated with UV chroma (r = − 0.82, n = 68, P < 0.001) 
and brightness (r = − 0.77, n = 68, P < 0.001), which 
were positively related (r = 0.58, n = 68, P < 0.001). 
Eggshell hue was negatively correlated with UV chroma 
(r = − 0.31, n = 68, P = 0.01), but was not related to 
blue-green chroma (r = − 0.07, n = 68, P = 0.58) or 
brightness (r = 0.06, n = 68, P = 0.63). For among-clutch 
comparisons, we averaged the colour metrics of all eggs 
in each clutch. We did not include inviable eggs in clutch 
averages, as viability influences the quantification of egg 
colour (Randall and Dawson 2017).

We quantified female feather colour by mounting 
eight feathers on a non-reflective black background in an 
overlapping position to mimic their natural positioning 
on the body, and measuring the spectral characteristics 
of the feathers from 300 to 700 nm (O’Brien and Daw-
son 2011). We took three measurements from random 
locations at the distal tip of the feather sample for each 
individual, and as with the quantification of eggshell col-
our, we extracted colour metrics from the raw spectral 
data using pavo (Maia et al. 2013), and then averaged 
the values for each metric. For feathers, we calculated 
brightness, hue, and combined UV-blue chroma (relative 
reflectance between 300 and 510 nm). These measures 
were correlated, so we used principal component analysis 
to collapse these metrics into a single measure of colour. 
The first principal component (PC1) explained 69.6% of 
the variation in female feather colour. Brightness loaded 
positively (0.62) with PC1 as did UV-blue chroma (0.96), 
while the loading value for hue was negative (− 0.89). 
Feathers with high PC1 scores, therefore, were bright 

with high UV-blue chroma and maximum reflectance at 
shorter wavelengths (bluer).

Statistical analyses

We used linear mixed-effects models to assess if egg colour 
varied predictably within clutches as a function of position 
in the laying sequence. We included only complete first 
clutches that did not contain any undeveloped eggs (n = 21 
in 2011, n = 25 in 2012). To allow data from different clutch 
sizes to be analysed together (n = 5 for 4 egg clutches, 
n = 28 for 5 egg clutches, n = 13 for 6 egg clutches) we 
grouped eggs by their relative laying order (see Krist and 
Grim 2007). We classified eggs as occurring early (egg 1 in 
4- and 5-egg clutches, egg 1–2 in 6-egg clutches), mid (egg 
2–3 in 4- and 5-egg clutches, egg 3–4 in 6-egg clutches), 
or late (egg 4 in 4-egg clutches, egg 4–5 in 5-egg clutches, 
egg 5–6 in 6-egg clutches) in the laying sequence. Initial 
models included relative egg position as a repeated measure 
and clutch identity as the subject to control for the non-
independence of eggs within a nest, clutch size as a fixed 
factor, clutch initiation date as a covariate, and all two-way 
interactions between egg position and other explanatory 
variables. Clutch initiation dates (where 1 = 1 January) dif-
fered between years (see below), so we centred these dates 
for each year separately by standardizing to a mean of 0 and 
a standard deviation of 1 (i.e., Z scores; see Ardia 2005). We 
used a backwards stepwise approach to remove terms and 
interactions that did not approach significance (P > 0.10), 
except egg position, which was retained in final models as it 
was the variable of interest.

We calculated repeatability (Lessells and Boag 1987) of 
egg colour within clutches (n = 29 in 2011, n = 30 in 2012) 
relative to among-clutch variability, and whether average 
egg colour was consistent within individual females between 
first and second clutches (n = 9) laid in the same year, and 
first clutches laid in different years (n = 12). Finally, we 
compared the average colour of first and second clutches 
laid in the same year using a paired t test to determine if 
brightness, blue-green, and UV chroma differed between 
first and second clutches of individual females; a Wilcoxon 
signed-rank test was used to compare eggshell hue values 
as these data were not normally distributed (Shapiro–Wilks: 
W10 = 0.81, P = 0.02).

We examined the relationship between the average col-
our of first clutches (n = 29 in 2011, n = 30 in 2012) and 
female traits and investment in eggs using linear mixed-
effects models. We included centred clutch initiation date 
(Ardia 2005; O’Brien and Dawson 2013) and female feather 
colour as proxies for female age and quality, and egg mass 
as a measure of investment in eggs. Sample sizes were 
smaller for models that included feather colour as not all 
females were captured (n = 24 in 2011, n = 24 in 2012). 
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The reproductive patterns for first clutches were different 
between the 2 years in which egg colour data were collected, 
likely due to different spring temperature and rainfall pat-
terns (Randall 2016). Across our population in 2011, clutch 
initiation dates were earlier (3.9 days ± 0.8 SE, t165 = − 4.9, 
P < 0.001) and clutch sizes were larger (0.29 eggs ± 0.11 
SE, t152 = 2.62, P = 0.01) than in 2012. Also, the relation-
ship between clutch initiation date and clutch size was differ-
ent between the 2 years (Spearman’s correlations: negatively 
correlated in 2011, rs = − 0.31, n = 79, P < 0.01; unrelated 
in 2012, rs = − 0.09, n = 75, P = 0.45). Therefore, we per-
formed analyses of egg colour and reproductive performance 
separately for each year. We also used linear mixed-effects 
models to assess the relationship between eggshell colour 
and relative yolk volume for a subset of clutches in 2012 
(n = 12). Due to availability of the ovolux device, data 
on relative yolk volume was collected only for later-laid 
clutches (clutch initiation date: 17–30 June). We included 
types of breeding attempts as a fixed factor in analyses of 
yolk volume, as some clutches were second nests (n = 7), 
some were renests after a failed first clutch (n = 3), and 
others were late first clutches (n = 2). For both analyses, we 
included clutch identity as a random factor and egg number 
nested in clutch identity as a repeated measure to account 
for the non-independence and non-random distribution of 
eggs within nests. We estimated degrees of freedom using 
the Kenward–Roger method to account for the unbalanced 
number of repeated measures (Schaalje et al. 2001). Initial 
models included all covariates, and we used a backwards 
stepwise approach to remove terms that did not approach 
significance (P > 0.10).

Linear mixed-effects models were performed using SAS 
9.3 (SAS Institute Inc.) and all other analyses were com-
pleted using SPSS (version 20). We presented means ± 1 
standard error, and considered results significant at the 
P ≤ 0.05 level.

Results

Eggshell colour generally changed within clutches through 
the laying sequence as well as between first and second 
nests (Figs. 1, 2). For within-clutch colour variation, we 
found that the position of an egg in the laying sequence 
had a significant effect on the brightness (F2,235 = 6.95, 
P  =  0.001) and blue-green chroma (F2,235  =  3.04, 
P = 0.05) of the eggshell. Post-hoc comparisons with a 
Tukey–Kramer correction showed that early laid eggs 
had lower brightness than mid- (P = 0.002) and late-laid 
eggs (P = 0.004; Fig. 1a). Post-hoc comparisons also 
showed a trend for early sequence eggs to have higher 
blue-green chroma than mid- (P = 0.07; Fig. 1b) and late-
laid eggs (P = 0.07; Fig. 1b). However, egg position in 

the laying sequence did not have a significant effect on 
the UV chroma (F2,235 = 0.37, P = 0.70; Fig. 1d) or hue 
of eggshells (F2,235 = 0.34, P = 0.70; Fig. 1c). Clutch size 
and clutch initiation date did not have significant effects 
on colour differences within clutches (all P values > 0.3) 
and were removed from final models. In addition to the 
within-clutch patterns, there was a significant difference 
between the average colour of first and second clutches 
for all chromatic colour measures (Fig. 2). Eggs from 
first clutches had longer wavelength hue values (greener; 
P = 0.007; Fig. 2b), higher blue-green chroma (t9 = 3.31, 
P = 0.009; Fig. 2c), and lower UV chroma (t9 = − 2.59, 
P = 0.03; Fig. 2d) than second clutches, but there was no 
difference in the brightness of eggshells between first and 
second clutches (t9 = − 0.41, P = 0.69; Fig. 2a).

Blue-green chroma and brightness of eggshells were 
consistent within clutches and between first nests of indi-
vidual females in different years, but were not repeatable 
between first and second clutches in the same year (Table 1). 
UV chroma and hue were also consistent within clutches, 
but were not repeatable between clutches laid by the same 
female within a season or in two different years (Table 1). 

(A) (C)

(B) (D)

Fig. 1   The mean (± SE) a brightness, b hue, c blue-green chroma, 
and d ultraviolet (UV) chroma of eggshells of Mountain Bluebirds 
according to relative position in the laying sequence (n = 238 eggs 
from 46 clutches). Early eggs were egg 1 for four- and five-egg 
clutches, and egg 1–2 for six-egg clutches. Mid-sequence eggs were 
egg 2–3 in four- and five-egg clutches, and 3–4 in six-egg clutches. 
Late eggs were egg 4 in four-egg clutches, egg 5 in five-egg clutches, 
and egg 5–6 in six-egg clutches. Significant differences (P  <  0.05) 
determined by post hoc comparisons are indicated above the error 
bars by different letters (an asterisk indicates a near-significant trend, 
P  <  0.10). See "Methods" for details of the calculation of eggshell 
colour variables
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Overall, within-clutch colour was more consistent than 
among-clutch colour, and eggshell colour was repeatable 
for most measures of colour for first clutches between years, 
but did not show high similarity between first and second 
clutches of individual females in the same year.

Natural variation in eggshell colour was not consist-
ently related to timing of breeding, investment in eggs, or 
female traits. In 2012, clutch brightness increased with later 
clutch initiation dates (F1,28.1  = 6.13, P = 0.02; Fig. 3a), 
and in 2011 there was a trend for females with brighter, 

more UV-blue feathers (large, positive PC1) to lay clutches 
of eggs with higher blue-green chroma (F1,21.9 = 3.96, 
P = 0.06; Fig. 4c), but neither clutch initiation date nor 
female feather colour were related to any other colour vari-
able (all P values > 0.19; see Figs. 3, 4). Additionally, egg 
mass was negatively related to eggshell brightness in both 
years (2011: F1,140 = 4.27, P = 0.04; 2012: F1,142 = 4.06, 
P = 0.05) and there was a trend in 2012 for heavier eggs to 
have lower UV chroma (F1,139 = 3.27, P = 0.07), but egg 
mass was not related to UV chroma in 2011, or to blue-green 
chroma and hue in either year (all P values > 0.28). Yolk 
volume was related to eggshell brightness (F1,44.5 = 6.44, 
P = 0.01), UV (F1,42.5 = 6.43, P = 0.02), and blue-green 
chroma (F1,43.7 = 9.77, P = 0.004), but not eggshell hue 
(F1,44.9 = 0.61, P = 0.44). Eggs with shells that were less 
bright and had higher blue-green chroma and lower UV 
chroma had higher relative yolk volumes (Fig. 5). Relative 
yolk volume was significantly related to clutch initiation date 
in all models (all P values < 0.04), decreasing with later 
clutch initiation dates, but the nest attempt type (first, sec-
ond, renest) did not affect relative yolk volume in any model 
(all P values > 0.80).

Discussion

The patterns of variation we observed within clutches, and 
between first and second clutches within a season, sug-
gest that biliverdin, the pigment used to colour blue-green 
eggshells, may be limited in Mountain Bluebirds. Within 
clutches, brightness increased in a non-linear fashion 
through the laying sequence, while there was a trend for 
blue-green chroma to decrease in mid- and late-laid eggs, 
indicating a reduction in the pigmentation of later laid eggs 
if eggshell colour accurately reflects the quantity of pigments 
deposited in eggshells (Moreno et al. 2006; López-Rull 

(A) (C)

(B) (D)

Fig. 2   Mean (± SE) a brightness, b hue, c blue-green chroma, d and 
ultraviolet (UV) chroma of eggs within clutches of Mountain Blue-
birds in first and second breeding attempts within the same season 
(n = 10 females). See "Methods" for details of the calculation of egg-
shell colour variables

Table 1   Results of repeatability 
analyses (Lessells and Boag 
1987) of eggshell colour within 
clutches, average colour of first 
and second clutches in the same 
year, and first breeding attempts 
between years (2011 and 2012) 
for individual female Mountain 
Bluebirds

See "Methods" for details of the calculation of colour variables and repeatability analyses

Comparison Variable Repeatability F df P

Within clutches (n = 59) Brightness 0.68 12.6 58, 238 < 0.001
Blue-green chroma 0.81 23.8 58, 238 < 0.001
UV chroma 0.33 3.66 58, 238 < 0.001
Hue 0.51 6.61 58, 238 < 0.001

Between first and second 
clutches (n = 10)

Brightness 0.29 1.83 9, 10 0.18
Blue-green chroma 0.47 1.57 9, 10 0.07
UV chroma − 0.10 0.82 9, 10 0.62
Hue 0.10 1.23 9, 10 0.37

Between years (n = 14) Brightness 0.81 9.45 11, 12 < 0.001
Blue-green chroma 0.69 5.51 11, 12 0.003
UV chroma 0.32 1.92 11, 12 0.14
Hue 0.08 1.17 11, 12 0.39
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et al. 2008: but see Cassey et al. 2012). A similar non-linear 
decrease in the blue-green chroma of eggshells was found in 
both Pied (Ficedula hypoleuca; Moreno et al. 2005) and Col-
lared Flycatchers (Krist and Grim 2007). A decrease in pig-
mentation was also found between the first and second eggs 
of blue-footed boobies (Sula nebouxii; Morales et al. 2011), 
a seabird which generally lays only two eggs. However, three 
other studies that have found an increase in the pigmenta-
tion of later laid eggs in Eastern Bluebirds (Sialia sialis; 
Siefferman et al. 2006), Collared Flycatchers (Hargitai et al. 
2008), and Ring-billed Gulls (Larus delawarensis; Hanley 
and Doucet 2009). Furthermore, we did not find a clear pat-
tern for all colour metrics; there were no differences in the 
hue or UV chroma of eggshells across the laying sequence.

The results of comparisons between first and second 
nests also indicated that eggshell pigments may be limited. 
Average clutch blue-green chroma was significantly lower 
in second nests compared to first nests, UV chroma was 
higher, and average hue values were shorter (blue-shifted). 
However, average brightness did not change between first 
and second clutches. The lower levels of pigments could 
be the result of pigment depletion from having laid a first 
clutch of eggs, stress from having incubated and fed nest-
lings, changing environmental conditions later in the breed-
ing season, or a combination of these factors. Replacement 
clutches of Great Reed Warblers (Acrocephalus arundina-
ceus) contained brighter eggs (lower pigmentation) than first 
clutches (Honza et al. 2012), suggesting that laying more 
eggs alone without the stress of brood rearing is enough to 
cause pigmentation to decline. Another possibility is that the 

(A) (C)

(B) (D)

Fig. 3   Relationship between clutch initiation date and eggshell 
a brightness, b hue, c blue-green chroma, and d ultraviolet (UV) 
chroma of Mountain Bluebirds in 2011 (n  =  151 eggs from 29 
clutches) and 2012 (n = 146 eggs from 30 clutches). See "Methods" 
for details of the calculation of eggshell colour variables and stand-
ardize initiation date

(A) (C)

(B) (D)

Fig. 4   Relationship between female feather colour (PC1) and egg-
shell a brightness, b hue, c blue-green chroma, and d ultraviolet 
(UV) chroma of Mountain Bluebirds in 2011 (n = 122 eggs from 24 
clutches) and 2012 (n = 117 eggs from 24 clutches). See "Methods" 
for details of the calculation of colour variables for eggshells and 
female feathers

(A) (C)

(B) (D)

Fig. 5   Relationship between relative yolk volume and eggshell 
a brightness, b hue, c blue-green chroma, and d ultraviolet (UV) 
chroma of Mountain Bluebirds measured in 2012 (n = 48 eggs from 
12 clutches). See "Methods" for details of the calculation of eggshell 
colour variables and relative yolk volume
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later initiation dates associated with replacement clutches 
and second nests result in lower levels of investment due to 
the declining reproductive value of the offspring (Drent and 
Daan 1980) or lower food availability as there is evidence 
that eggshell colour is sensitive to food availability during 
laying (Randall 2016).

Eggshell colour, particularly blue-green chroma, was 
consistent both within clutches and between first clutches 
of the same female laid in different years. The repeatability 
of eggshell coloration indicates that there may be a genetic 
basis for eggshell coloration, as found in previous studies 
(Collias 1993; Morales et al. 2010), and is also suggested 
by observations that female Mountain Bluebirds that lay 
white eggs will do so consistently throughout their lifetime 
(O’Brien and Dawson, unpublished data). However, we 
found that repeatability of eggshell colour was higher (for 
all metrics) within clutches than between breeding attempts 
of the same female, with eggshell colour being particu-
larly inconsistent between first and second clutches in the 
same breeding season. These findings, along with results 
showing that colour is more consistent within than among 
clutches (Moreno et al. 2004; Siefferman et al. 2006; Krist 
and Grim 2007; Soler et al. 2008; Hanley and Doucet 2009; 
Morales et al. 2010; Honza et al. 2012), suggests that vari-
ation among clutches is influenced both by female identity 
(e.g., Dearborn et al. 2012) and conditions during a given 
breeding attempt, such as food availability and individual 
condition (Honza et al. 2012).

We found that eggshell colour was related to female traits, 
but not consistently. In 2012, clutch brightness increased 
with later clutch initiation dates, suggesting a decrease in 
eggshell pigmentation with later clutch initiation dates, as 
would be predicted if eggshell colour is a signal of female 
quality. A similar seasonal pattern was found in the eggs 
of Great Reed Warblers which also laid brighter eggs later 
in the season (Honza et al. 2012), but other studies have 
shown either no relationship between egg colour and clutch 
initiation date (Siefferman et al. 2006) or an increase in blue-
green chroma later in the season (Hargitai et al. 2008). We 
also found that in 2011, female birds with bluer rump feath-
ers laid eggs with higher blue-green chroma. These results 
are intriguing because there is evidence that structural plum-
age is condition-dependent (McGraw et al. 2002) and there 
is some evidence that female plumage colour may be sexu-
ally selected in Mountain Bluebirds (Morrison et al. 2014; 
but see Balenger et al. 2007), and a closely related species, 
Eastern Bluebirds (Siefferman and Hill 2005). A relation-
ship between feather colour and egg colour could represent 
a meaningful and complex multicomponent signal, as the 
traits are produced at different stages of the annual cycle.

The relationship between measures of eggshell colour and 
egg mass, which is often used as a measure of investment in 
eggs, particularly in birds (e.g., Wiebe and Bortolotti 1995), 

and eggshell colour and relative yolk volume, which is also 
an established measure of egg quality (Ardia et al. 2006), 
provide support for eggshell colour as a meaningful signal. 
In both study years, eggs with brighter shells weighed less. 
Egg mass was not significantly related to other measures 
of eggshell colour in either year, but there was a trend in 
2012 for eggs with higher UV chroma to weigh less. Addi-
tionally, relative yolk volume was strongly and positively 
related to eggshell blue-green chroma and negatively related 
to brightness and UV chroma, as would be predicted if 
eggshell colour saturation advertised female investment in 
eggs. Moreno et al. (2006) found that food supplementa-
tion resulted in eggs that were both heavier and had higher 
blue-green chroma, but two other studies of passerines found 
that egg mass correlated very weakly (Cassey et al. 2008), 
or not at all, with eggshell colour (Hargitai et al. 2008). 
More convincing relationships have been found between 
the colour of eggshells and the composition of eggs such 
as concentrations of antibodies (Morales et al. 2006) and 
carotenoids of yolks (Navarro et al. 2011; but see Cassey 
et al. 2008), suggesting that egg colour may be more related 
to maternal investment in yolk than overall egg mass and 
egg size, which is often highly consistent within individuals 
(Christians 2002).

The patterns of natural egg colour variation in Moun-
tain Bluebirds suggest that blue-green egg colour has the 
potential to function as a signal of female quality. The 
within-clutch decline in pigment-associated colour through 
the laying sequence and the change in colour between first 
and second nests imply that the pigments responsible for 
blue-green eggshell coloration are limited. In addition, 
the repeatability of eggshell colour within and between 
clutches of individual females suggests that eggshell colour 
has an intrinsic aspect, but is influenced by current con-
ditions. However, the information content of egg colour is 
still unclear. Females that initiated clutches earlier and had 
bluer rump feathers laid eggs with more saturated colour, 
but these findings were not consistent between seasons or 
among colour metrics. Nonetheless, eggshell colour does 
seem to reflect investment in eggs. Egg mass was negatively 
related to eggshell brightness, and relative yolk volume was 
positively related to eggshell blue-green saturation. Further 
work is needed to determine if egg colour is merely a by-
product of physiological processes or an informative signal 
shaped by sexual selection.

Acknowledgements  We thank S. Proulx for allowing us access to 
his nest box trail, and L. James (James Cattle Company) and B. Twan 
(Alkali Lake Ranch) for allowing access to their properties. A. Lacika, 
S. Sparks, E. O’Brien, and E. Hancock provided assistance in the field, 
and the Hancock family provided key logistical support. We appreciate 
the constructive comments of D. Hanley and an anonymous reviewer 
on a previous version of the manuscript. Funding was provided by the 
Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, Canada 



553J Ornithol (2018) 159:545–554	

1 3

Foundation for Innovation, British Columbia Knowledge Development 
Fund, and the University of Northern British Columbia. Our research 
protocols were approved by the University of Northern British Colum-
bia Animal Care and Use Committee on behalf of the Canadian Council 
on Animal Care.

Compliance with ethical standards 

Conflict of interest  The authors declare that there are no conflicts 
of interest.

References

Andersson M (1994) Sexual selection. Princeton University Press, 
Princeton

Ardia DR (2005) Individual quality mediates trade-offs between repro-
ductive effort and immune function in tree swallows. J Anim Ecol 
74:517–524

Ardia DR, Wasson MF, Winkler DW (2006) Individual quality and food 
availability determine yolk and egg mass and egg composition in 
tree swallows Tachycineta bicolor. J Avian Biol 37:252–259

Baldauf SA, Bakker TC, Kullmann H, Thünken T (2011) Female 
nuptial coloration and its adaptive significance in a mutual mate 
choice system. Behav Ecol 22:478–485

Balenger SL, Johnson LS, Brubaker JL, Ostlind E (2007) Parental 
effort in relation to structural plumage coloration in the mountain 
bluebird (Sialia currucoides). Ethol 113:838–846

Cassey P, Ewen JG, Blackburn TM, Hauber ME, Vorobyev M, Mar-
shall NJ (2008) Eggshell colour does not predict measures of 
maternal investment in eggs of Turdus thrushes. Naturwissen-
shaften 95:713–721

Cassey P, Mikšík I, Portugal SJ, Maurer G, Ewen JG, Zarate E, Sewell 
MA, Karadas F, Grim T, Hauber ME (2012) Avian eggshell pig-
ments are not consistently correlated with colour measurements or 
egg constituents in two Turdus thrushes. J Avian Biol 43:503–512

Christians JK (2002) Avian egg size: variation within species and 
inflexibility within individuals. Biol Rev 77:1–26

Collias EC (1993) Inheritance of egg-color polymorphism in the vil-
lage weaver (Ploceus cucullatus). Auk 110:683–692

Darwin C (1871) The descent of man, and selection in relation to sex. 
John Murray, London

Dearborn DC, Hanley D, Ballantine K, Cullum J, Reeder DM (2012) 
Eggshell colour is more strongly affected by maternal identity 
than by dietary antioxidants in a captive poultry system. Funct 
Ecol 26:912–920

Drent RH, Daan S (1980) The prudent parent: energetic adjustments 
in avian breeding. Ardea 68:225–252

Edward DA, Chapman T (2011) The evolution and significance of male 
mate choice. Trends Ecol Evol 26:647–654

Hanley D, Doucet SM (2009) Egg coloration in ring-billed gulls (Larus 
delawarensis): a test of the sexual signaling hypothesis. Behav 
Ecol Sociobiol 63:719–729

Hargitai R, Herenyi M, Torok J (2008) Eggshell coloration in relation 
to male ornamentation, female condition and egg quality in the 
collared flycatcher Ficedula albicollis. J Avian Biol 39:413–422

Honza M, Procházka P, Požgayová M (2012) Within and between sea-
son repeatability of eggshell coloration in the great reed warbler 
Acrocephalus arundinaceus. J Avian Biol 43:91–96

Hoyt DF (1979) Practical methods of estimating volume and fresh 
weight of bird eggs. Auk 96:73–77

Johnsen A, Vesterkjær K, Slagsvold T (2011) Do male pied flycatchers 
(Ficedula hypoleuca) adjust their feeding effort according to egg 
colour? Ethol 117:309–317

Karubian J (2013) Female ornamentation in Malurus fairy-wrens: a 
hidden evolutionary gem for understanding female perspectives 
on social and sexual selection. Emu 113:248–258

Kodric-Brown A, Brown JH (1984) Truth in advertising: the kinds of 
traits favored by sexual selection. Amer Nat 124:309–323

Krist M, Grim T (2007) Are blue eggs a sexually selected signal of 
female collared flycatchers? A cross fostering experiment. Behav 
Ecol Sociobiol 61:863–876

Krištofík J, Darolová A, Griggio M, Majtán J, Okuliarová M, Zeman 
M, Zídkova L, Hoi H (2013) Does egg coloration signal female 
and egg quality in reed warbler (Acrocephalus scirpaceus). Ethol 
Ecol Evol 25:129–143

Lessells CM, Boag PT (1987) Unrepeatable repeatabilities: a common 
mistake. Auk 104:116–121

López de Hierro MDG, De Neve L (2010) Pigment limitation and 
female reproductive characteristics influence egg shell spottiness 
and ground colour variation in the house sparrow (Passer domes-
ticus). J Ornithol 151:833–840

López-Rull I, Miksik I, Gil D (2008) Egg pigmentation reflects female 
and egg quality in the spotless starling Sturnus unicolor. Behav 
Ecol Sociobiol 62:1877–1884

Maia R, Eliason CM, Bitton PP, Doucet SM, Shawkey MD (2013) 
Pavo: an R Package for the analysis, visualization and organization 
of spectral data. Methods Ecol Evol 4:906–913

McGraw KJ, Mackillop EA, Dale J, Hauber ME (2002) Different colors 
reveal different information: how nutritional stress affects the 
expression of melanin- and structurally based ornamental plum-
age. J Exp Biol 205:3747–3755

Morales J, Sanz JJ, Moreno J (2006) Egg colour reflects the amount 
of yolk maternal antibodies and fledging success in a songbird. 
Biol Lett 2:334–336

Morales J, Kim S-Y, Lobato E, Merino S, Tomás G, Martinez-de la 
Puente J, Moreno J (2010) On the heritability of blue-green egg-
shell coloration. J Evol Biol 23:1783–1791

Morales J, Velando A, Torres R (2011) Biliverdin-based egg coloration 
is enhanced by carotenoid supplementation. Behav Ecol Sociobiol 
65:197–203

Moreno J, Osorno JL (2003) Avian egg colour and sexual selection: 
does eggshell pigmentation reflect female condition and genetic 
quality. Ecol Lett 6:803–806

Moreno J, Osorno JL, Morales J, Merino S, Tomas G (2004) Egg col-
oration and male parental effort in the pied flycatcher Ficedula 
hypoleuca. J Avian Biol 35:300–304

Moreno J, Morales J, Lobato E, Merino S, Tomas G, Martinez-de la 
Puente J (2005) Evidence for the signaling function of egg color 
in pied flycatcher Ficedula hypoleuca. Behav Ecol 16:931–937

Moreno J, Lobato E, Morales J, Merino S, Tomas G, Martinez-de la 
Puente J, Sanz JJ, Mateo R, Soler JJ (2006) Experimental evidence 
that egg color indicates female condition at laying in a songbird. 
Behav Ecol 17:651–655

Morrison A, Flood NJ, Reudink MW (2014) Reproductive correlates of 
plumage coloration of female Mountain Bluebirds. J Field Orni-
thol 85:168–179

Navarro C, Perez-Contreras T, Aviles JM, McGraw KJ, Soler JJ (2011) 
Blue-green eggshell coloration reflects yolk antioxidant content 
in spotless starlings Sturnus unicolor. J Avian Biol 42:538–543

O’Brien EL, Dawson RD (2013) Experimental dissociation of indi-
vidual quality, food and timing of breeding effects on double-
brooding in a migratory songbird. Oecol 172:689–699

O’Brien EL, Dawson RD (2011) Plumage color and food availability 
affect male reproductive success in a socially monogamous bird. 
Behav Ecol 22:66–72

Peak B (2011) The white bluebird egg phenomenon. Bluebird 33:16–19
Power HW, Lombardo MP (1996) Mountain Bluebird (Siala curru-

coides). In: Poole A (ed) The birds of North America online. 
Ithaca (NY), Cornell Lab of Ornithology



554	 J Ornithol (2018) 159:545–554

1 3

R Core Team (2014) R: A language and environment for statistical 
computing. R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, 
Austria. URL: http://www.R-project.org. Accessed 20 Aug 2017

Randall JA (2016) Causes and consequences of blue-green eggshell 
colour variation in mountain bluebirds (Sialia currucoides). Uni-
versity of Northern British, Columbia

Randall JA, Dawson RD (2017) Incubation and embryonic develop-
ment affect the color of eggs of Mountain Bluebirds. J Field Orni-
thol 88:198–205

Schaalje GB, McBride JB, Fellingham GW (2001) Approximations 
to distributions of test statistics in complex mixed linear models 
using SAS Proc MIXED. SAS User’s Group Int 26:262

Siefferman L, Hill GE (2005) Evidence for sexual selection on struc-
tural plumage coloration in female eastern bluebirds (Sialia sia-
lis). Evolution 59:1819–1828

Siefferman L, Navara KJ, Hill GE (2006) Egg coloration is correlated 
with female condition in eastern bluebirds (Sialia sialis). Behav 
Ecol Sociobiol 59:651–656

Soler JJ, Navaro C, Contreras TP, Aviles JM, Cuervo JJ (2008) Sexu-
ally selected egg coloration in spotless starlings. Amer Nat 
171:183–194

Sparks NH (2011) Eggshell pigments—from formation to deposition. 
Avian Biol Res 4:162–167

Stocker R, McDonagh AF, Glazer AN, Ames BN (1990) Antioxidant 
activities of bile pigments: biliverdin and bilirubin. Methods 
Enzymol 186:301–309

Trivers RL (1972) Parental investment and sexual selection. In: 
Campell B (ed) Sexual selection and the descent of man. Aldine 
Publishing Company, Chicago, pp 136–179

Vitousek MN, Dor R, Safran RJ (2012) Sexual signaling: climatic 
carry-over. Curr Biol 22:R61–R63

von Schantz T, Bensch S, Grahn M, Hasselquist D, Wittzell H (1999) 
Good genes, oxidative stress and condition dependent signals. 
Proc R Soc B 266:1–12

Weiss SL (2006) Female-specific color is a signal of quality in 
the striped plateau lizard (Sceloporus virgatus). Behav Ecol 
17:726–732

Wiebe KL, Bortolotti GR (1995) Egg size and clutch size in the repro-
ductive investment of American kestrels. J Zool L 237:285–301

Zahavi A (1975) Mate selection—selection for a handicap. J Theor 
Biol 53:205–214

Zhao R, Xu G-Y, Liu Z-Z, Li J-Y, Yang N (2006) A study on egg-
shell pigmentation: biliverdin in blue-shelled chickens. Poult Sci 
85:546–549

http://www.R-project.org

	Patterns of variation in eggshell colour of Mountain Bluebirds (Sialia currucoides) provide mixed support for the sexually selected eggshell colour hypothesis
	Abstract 
	Zusammenfassung 
	Introduction
	Methods
	Study site, species, and general field procedures
	Colour quantification
	Statistical analyses

	Results
	Discussion
	Acknowledgements 
	References




