
Abstract Large body size confers a competitive advan-
tage in animal contests but does not always determine the
outcome. Here we explore the trade-off between short-
term achievement of high social status and longer-term
life history costs in animals which vary in competitive
ability. Using laboratory mice, Mus musculus, as a model
system, we show that small competitors can initially
maintain dominance over larger males by increasing in-
vestment in olfactory status signalling (scent-marking),
but only at the cost of reduced growth rate and body size.
As a result they become more vulnerable to dominance
reversals later in life. Our results also provide the first
empirical information about life history costs of olfactory
status signals.
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Introduction

Body size is generally believed to reflect competitive
ability and has been shown to influence the outcome of
fights in a variety of mammals, including mice (van
Zegeren 1980; Clutton-Brock et al. 1988; Schüler and
Renne 1988; Andersson 1994). Sexual selection for large
body size may also be partly responsible for sexual di-
morphism in mice and other mammals (Trivers 1972;
Andersson 1994). But when pairs of male mice are
housed together, the individual that proves to be domi-

nant is sometimes smaller than the subordinate (Collins
et al. 1997; this paper). This may be because dominance
is determined partly by how hard an animal is prepared
to fight at a particular life history stage (Partridge and
Harvey 1988; McNamara and Houston 1996; Charnov
1997) in addition to its inherent fighting ability (Gosling
et al. 1996). In this respect, distinguishing the short-term
effects of differences in fighting ability, and the longer
term, sustained effort needed to establish and maintain
dominance relationships may be relevant.

Body size may thus confer an advantage in competi-
tion but may not always determine the outcome. If this is
the case, a male that is relatively smaller than a subordi-
nate partner may need to incur higher costs to maintain
dominance than one that is larger. One such cost may
arise from the social signals that dominant males use to
help maintain their status. Olfaction is the dominant sen-
sory modality in mammals and high levels of scent-mark-
ing are known to be associated with the defence of terri-
tories and the maintenance of dominance amongst males
of numerous species (e.g. Gosling and Wright 1994;
Kappeler 1998; reviews in Brown and Macdonald 1985;
Gosling 1990; Gosling and Roberts, in press), including
mice (Desjardins et al. 1973; Gosling and McKay 1990;
Hurst 1990). Mice mark using smears of urine and the
preputial glands are the source of some of the active com-
ponents (Mugford and Nowell 1971; Jones and Nowell
1973). These glands and their products are known to be
androgen dependent and are larger on average in domi-
nant than subordinate males (Bronson and Marsden 1973;
Hayashi 1987; Even and vom Saal 1991).

While investigation of the costs of signalling is an ac-
tive area of signalling theory, very little is known about
the costs of olfactory signals (Penn and Potts 1998).
However, there are both empirical and theoretical reasons
for thinking that scent-marking may be costly. The urine
of male mice contains major urinary proteins whose func-
tion may be to mediate the controlled release of phero-
mones in scent marks (Hurst et al. 1998). These proteins
reach concentrations of 10–20 mg ml–1 (Nevison et al.
2000) and the energetic costs of synthesis may thus be
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substantial. Scent marks are also used by hunting kestrels,
Falco tinnunculus, and thus lead to increased risk of pre-
dation (Viitala et al. 1995). More generally, costly signals
of status may evolve because they signal honestly the
quality of the signaller to potential opponents (Zahavi
1975). This central tenet of signalling theory remains to
be tested for olfactory signals.

Here we explore the costs of olfactory status signalling
using a model system in which male mice, Mus musculus,
vary in competitive ability (body size) in relation to their
opponents. Pilot observations suggested that signalling
costs might be expressed by life history trade-offs between
signalling intensity (as a component of reproduction) and
growth. Since body size and competitive ability are often
linked, we speculated that there might also be implications
for reproductive tenure. To test these ideas, we placed pairs
of male mice together and compared the scent-marking
rates and growth of dominant males that were either lighter
than or heavier than their partner. We tested three main
predictions: (1) that since it should be more difficult for a
poor competitor to maintain dominance over its partner,
dominant males smaller than their partner should signal at
higher intensity than males larger than their partner; we
initially tested this using estimates of scent-marking rates
but, in a further analysis, we also tested the secondary pre-
diction that small dominant males should have relatively
large preputial glands; (2) that there should be an energetic
cost to scent-marking so that males signalling at high in-
tensity should grow more slowly than those signalling at
lower intensity; (3) that dominant males whose size (com-
petitive ability) was thus reduced should eventually be de-
feated and replaced as a dominant male by their partner.

Methods

Husbandry

We used an outbred strain of laboratory mice (TO, purchased from
B & K, Hull, UK). We established breeding pairs which were
housed in MB1 cages (45×28×13 cm) and fed ad libitum with
food (breeder diet RM3) and water under a reversed 12:12
light:dark cycle and at constant temperature (21±2°C). Cages con-
tained a sawdust substrate and cardboard tunnels for behavioural
enrichment. Sires were removed 2 weeks after pairing with the fe-
males. Litters were manipulated on day 3 to a 3:2 male:female sex
ratio, in order to control for potential influences of social environ-
ment on subsequent competitive strategies (Mendl and Paul 1990;
Collins et al. 1997); remaining sibs were euthanased. When the
mice were aged 5 weeks, females were removed. When males
were aged 8 weeks, individuals were randomly assigned to one of
21 pairs (age matched, no sibling pairs). Males remained in these
pairs throughout the experiment, under the same husbandry condi-
tions as before. Scent-marking rates, dominance relationships and
body weights were measured weekly; we include data up to 25
weeks of age, when asymptotic weight is reached, although pairs
were maintained beyond this age for further study.

Techniques

Marking rates were measured by separating subjects using perfo-
rated perspex dividers (maintaining olfactory and visual contact
during this period) and presenting a standard stimulus (a 5×5×
3.5 cm plastic block covered in clean Benchkote filter paper) 

for 1 h; scent marks were then stained using ninhydrin spray
(BDH, Poole, UK) and percent coverage was calculated by over-
laying a transparent grid onto the scent-marked paper. The 1 h test
period has been found to be an appropriate measure of scent-mark-
ing variation between individuals while minimising the degree of
overlap between successive deposits. These data were then 
arcsine-transformed before analysis (Sokal and Rohlf 1995).

Pairs were observed for 10 min immediately after removal of
the perspex divider, which helped to stimulate higher rates of so-
cial interactions and facilitated the assessment of relationships
(see Brain and Kamal 1989). Males would have been separated if
major injuries had occurred but none were seen. We recorded
fighting behaviour, biting, persistent following of one individual
by another and submissive or defensive posturing. In each week,
dominance status was attributed on the basis of the frequency with
which individuals displayed these behaviours and the outcome of
such interactions within pairs of males. In this paper, we define
dominance status from the proportion of weekly observations in
which each male was either dominant or subordinate over the ini-
tial 5 weeks after pairing. Dominance reversals were defined as
the point at which a 5-week running mean of dominance status
(based on weekly observations) changed from dominant to subor-
dinate. Relative size was defined by the weight of dominant males
relative to their subordinate when pairs were formed in week 9.

To investigate effects on growth and body size during the study
period (weeks 9–25), we averaged the rates of scent-marking and
interactions over the same period. All interactions are included, re-
gardless of whether they were initiated by the dominant or subor-
dinate male. To investigate growth and body size prior to domi-
nance reversals, we averaged the rates of scent-marking and fre-
quency of interactions from the date of pairing until the week of
reversal. For comparison, we use data up to week 16, the median
age of reversal, for those pairs in which a reversal did not occur.
Proportional growth was calculated by dividing body mass when
mice were aged 25 weeks by initial mass at pairing (9 weeks; ±2
weeks in each case). Asymptotic size is body mass at age 25
weeks (the age at which mean population asymptotic size was at-
tained). Change in relative size was calculated by dividing the
weight ratio at reversal (dominant/subordinate) by the initial
weight ratio; thus indices less than 1 indicate that the dominant
has become increasingly small relative to its subordinate.

Preputial glands could not be measured in our main experi-
mental group which was kept alive for further behavioural obser-
vation. We therefore raised additional samples of 17 dominance
pairs as above, in which 9 dominant males were smaller and 8
larger than their subordinate partner. Dominant males were eu-
thanased and dissected when aged 18 weeks. Glands were opened
and the contents removed by gently dabbing them onto filter pa-
per; the weights of empty glands were divided by (femur length)3

to control for variation in body size.

Results

As predicted, when pairs of males were housed together,
dominant males that were smaller than their partners
marked at higher rates than those that were larger (Fig. 1a;
t19=2.70, P=0.014).

Our prediction that preputial glands should be relative-
ly heavier in small than in large dominant males fell short
of the results obtained. Preputial glands were not only rel-
atively heavier (i.e. when controlling for body size) in
small dominant males (Fig. 1b; t12=3.48, P<0.01), they
were also absolutely heavier (Fig. 1c; t15=2.64, P<0.02).
Relatively small males thus appear to invest more in ol-
factory status signalling than large males.

Our results were also consistent with the predictions
that high levels of scent-marking should result in reduced
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growth rates and asymptotic size (Fig. 2). There was a lin-
ear inverse relationship between scent-marking rate and
both growth rate (r=–0.544, n=21, P=0.011) and asymp-
totic size (r=–0.675, n=21, P=0.001) in dominant males.

These relationships remained strong when we con-
trolled for the number of aggressive interactions within
pairs, which we identified as an alternative explanatory
variable. Although there were more interactions in pairs
in which the dominant male was smaller (mean of 4.14
interactions in 10 min) than in those in which it was larg-
er (2.70), this difference was non-significant (t19=1.40,
NS). However, scent-marking rates of dominant males
and the number of agonistic interactions were inter-
correlated (r=0.541, n=21, P=0.011) and interactions
were also inversely related to asymptotic weight
(r=–0.604, n=21, P=0.004), with a strong tendency to-
wards a relationship with growth (r=–0.428, n=21,
P=0.053). We therefore used partial correlations to con-
trol for the influence of the other variable; these analyses
revealed that scent-marking rate was the best predictor of
asymptotic weight (r=–0.519, n=21, P=0.019), while the
effect of interactions was reduced (r=–0.385, n=21,
P=0.094). In addition, while there remained a tendency
towards an inverse relationship between scent-marking
and growth (r=–0.411, n=21, P=0.072) when the effects
of agonistic interactions were removed, there was no re-
lationship between interactions and growth (r=–0.190,
n=21, P=0.423) after controlling for marking rate. Back-

ward stepwise multiple-regression analyses confirmed
these results, showing that scent-marking remained the
only significant predictor of growth (F=7.98, P=0.011)
and asymptotic weight (F=10.4, P=0.019).

It could be argued that relatively smaller dominant
males grew more slowly because they were initially
small; however, further analyses showed this not to be
the case. We found no relationship between birth weight
and either growth rate after pairing (r=0.07, n=21, NS)
or asymptotic size (r=0.118, n=21, NS), nor was there a
relationship (r=0.126, n=21, NS) between growth rates
before (weeks 1–8) and after (weeks 9–25) pairing. Fur-
thermore, if this argument were correct, we would have
expected no difference in the growth rates of the smaller
animal in the pair, irrespective of social status. However,
our data show that relatively small dominants grew more
slowly than small subordinates (data from Fig. 3a;
t19=3.43, n=13 and 8, P<0.01).

The results of tests of our third main prediction, that in-
creasing size differences between dominant and subordi-
nate males should result in dominance reversals, were as
follows. First, smaller dominant males grew more slowly
than their subordinate partners (Fig. 3a; t12=2.83,
P=0.015), while larger dominant males and their subordi-
nates grew at a similar rate (t7=0.64, NS). Next, with in-
creasing scent-marking frequency, the difference in the
relative body size of the dominant and subordinate, up to
the time when dominance reversals occurred, became pro-

Fig. 1 Investment in olfactory signalling and in growth of signal-
ling structures of dominant male mice kept in pairs and which
were either smaller (closed bars) or larger (open bars) than their
subordinate partner. Relatively smaller males have higher signal-
ling frequencies, measured by scent-marking rates (independent

samples t-test: P=0.014) (a), and both relatively (P=0.005) (b) and
absolutely (P=0.019) (c) larger preputial glands. Preputial gland
sizes were obtained from dominant males aged 18 weeks; the
weights of empty glands were divided by (femur length)3 to con-
trol for body size. Bars represent means+SE

Fig. 2 Costs of scent-marking in
terms of growth (a) and asymp-
totic size (b) in dominant male
mice. Closed circles denote rela-
tively small males. Proportional
growth was calculated by body
mass at 25 weeks divided by ini-
tial mass on pairing (9 weeks;
±2 weeks in each case; Pearson
correlation: P=0.011). Asymp-
totic size is body mass at 25
weeks (the age at which mean
population asymptotic size was
attained; P=0.001)
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gressively greater (Fig. 3b; r=0.455, n=21, P=0.038). Fi-
nally, while the occurrence of dominance reversals (in 15
of 21 pairs) was not predicted by either the initial size dif-
ference between dominant and subordinate (t5,14=1.30,
NS) or scent-marking rates up to the point of reversal
(t5,14=0.86, NS), those dominants which experienced a sta-
tus reversal were relatively lighter, at the point of reversal,
than those which did not (Fig. 3c; t5,14=2.24, P=0.037; of
the 15 initially dominant males that incurred a reversal, 2
were larger and 13 were smaller than their subordinate at
the point of reversal, while 3 of the 6 males that remained
dominant throughout the study were larger).

Discussion

As predicted, dominant males that were smaller than their
subordinate partners scent-marked at higher intensity than
dominants that were larger than their partners. The sug-
gestion that these small males were investing relatively
more in signalling was reinforced by post-mortem evi-
dence showing that these males had absolutely larger pre-
putial glands, the source of some of the pheromones used
in status signalling. But is this higher level of signalling
costly? Our experiment suggested that it is. Males mark-
ing at high intensity grew more slowly than those marking
at low intensity and, as a result, the discrepancy in size be-
tween relatively small males and their partners grew larger
over time. The cost appeared to be principally energetic
and may be linked to the costs of synthesis of high con-
centrations of major urinary protein, an important compo-
nent of mouse scent marks, and the enhanced develop-

ment of the preputial gland. Finally, we found that domi-
nance reversals did occur and that they were associated
with large negative size differences between dominant
males and their partners. Small males that were forced to
invest heavily in status signalling became even smaller
and were eventually defeated by their partner. Males that
maintained dominance over their partners for long periods
were on average relatively large.

These findings provide evidence for a life history
trade-off between the costs of olfactory signalling when
used to help establish and maintain social status, and the
time over which dominance can be maintained. Relative-
ly poor competitors (which we equate here with small
body size) apparently have to invest more heavily in sta-
tus signalling to maintain dominance and as a result in-
cur relatively high costs. This is in contrast to related
findings in wolf spiders, Hygrolycosa rubrofasciata, in
which small males are at an advantage due to the rela-
tively lower energetic costs of their drumming display
(Kotiaho et al. 1998). In mice, as a result of relatively
greater costs of status signalling, poor competitors grow
more slowly and can only maintain their dominance for
shorter periods. However, this period of dominance
could provide critical fitness benefits particularly when
the probability of survival is low, as in r-selected spe-
cies, including the wild progenitors of the laboratory
mouse, or if small males are relatively vulnerable to
some sources of mortality such as predation (Dickman et
al. 1991; Koivunen et al. 1998). Under these circum-
stances, selection would favour early breeding, even if
the costs of reproduction adversely affected the chance
of long-term survival.

The argument that signalling costs trade off against
the opportunity to reproduce assumes that social domi-
nance is equivalent to reproductive tenure. This is sup-
ported by naturalistic observations of mouse colonies
showing that dominant males achieve all or nearly all
copulations (Wolff 1985; Franks and Lenington 1986).
But while it thus seems likely that dominant males
achieve most reproductive success, alternative strategies
could possibly exist in natural situations. This is relevant
here because our results also raise the question as to why
some larger mice appear to accept a subordinate role 
early in life. The strategic options appear to be principal-
ly some form of sneak breeding or waiting strategies
(Kozlowski 1992; Maynard Smith 1996; Pilastro et al.
1997; Kokko and Sutherland 1998). There is no direct

Fig. 3a–c Consequences of signal cost on relative body size and
social status in pairs of male mice. a Relatively smaller (but not
relatively larger) dominant males (closed bars) grow more slowly
than their subordinate partners (open bars; paired t-test: P=0.015).
b Dominant males with high scent-marking rates become progres-
sively smaller than their subordinate partner up to the point of
dominance reversal (Pearson correlation: P=0.038). Shaded circles
are relatively smaller males. Change in relative size was calculated
by the weight ratio at reversal (dominant/subordinate) divided by
the initial weight ratio; thus, indices less than 1 indicate that the
dominant has become increasingly small relative to its subordinate.
c Initially dominant males which incurred a reversal were smaller
at the point of reversal, relative to their partner, than those which
did not (independent-sample t-test: P=0.037; mean+SE). Reversals
occurred in 15 of 21 pairs; if no reversal occurred, data which cor-
responded with the median age of reversal (16 weeks) were used
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evidence for either of these options, although subordi-
nate male mice do occasionally obtain some matings
(Wolff 1985; Franks and Lenington 1986). Life history
benefits from delaying reproduction are consistent with
the dominance reversals observed in our experiments,
but the consequences for lifetime reproductive success
have not yet been tested.

Our findings that scent-marking is costly are also con-
sistent with the theoretical notion that selection should
favour the evolution of costly status signals because they
provide reliable, cheat-proof, information about the qual-
ity of the signaller (Zahavi 1975; Grafen 1990). They ap-
pear to represent the first empirical information about
the life history costs of an olfactory status signal.

Acknowledgements We are grateful to M. Gordon, S.A. Collins
and N. Atkinson for assistance in the laboratory, and to M. Petrie,
C. Carbone and three anonymous referees for comments which im-
proved the manuscript. The work was supported by grants from the
Natural Environment Research Council and the Leverhulme Trust.
Research procedures were carried out in compliance with the UK
Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 and with the permission
of the Ethics Committee of the Zoological Society of London.

References

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

Brain PF, Kamal KBH (1989) Effects of prior social experiences
on individual aggressiveness in laboratory rodents. Rass Psicol
6:37–43

Bronson FH, Marsden HM (1973) The preputial gland as an indica-
tor of social dominance in male mice. Behav Biol 9:625–628

Brown RE, Macdonald DW (1985) Social odours in mammals.
Clarendon Press, Oxford

Charnov EL (1997) Trade-off-invariant rules for evolutionarily
stable life histories. Nature 387:393–394

Clutton-Brock TH, Albon SD, Guinness FE (1988) Reproductive
success in male and female red deer. In: Clutton-Brock TH
(ed) Reproductive success. University of Chicago Press, Chi-
cago, pp 325–343

Collins SA, Gosling LM, Hudson J, Cowan D (1997) Does behav-
iour after weaning affect the dominance status of adult male
mice (Mus musculus)? Behaviour 134:989–1002

Desjardins C, Maruniak JA, Bronson FH (1973) Social rank in
house mice: differentiation revealed by ultraviolet visualiza-
tion of urinary marking patterns. Science 182:939–941

Dickman CR, Predavec M, Lynam AJ (1991) Differential preda-
tion of size and sex classes of mice by the barn owl, Tyto alba.
Oikos 62:67–76

Even MD, Saal FS vom (1991) Seminal vesicle and preputial
gland response to steroids in adult male mice is influenced by
prior intrauterine position. Physiol Behav 51:11–16

Franks P, Lenington S (1986) Dominance and reproductive behav-
ior of wild house mice in a seminatural environment correlated
with T-locus genotype. Behav Ecol Sociobiol 18:395–404

Gosling LM (1990) Scent-marking by resource holders: alterna-
tive mechanisms for advertising the costs of competition. In:
Macdonald DW, Muller-Schwarze D, Natynczuk SE (eds)
Chemical signals in vertebrates, V. Oxford University Press,
Oxford, pp 315–328

Gosling LM, McKay HV (1990) Competitor assessment by scent
matching: an experimental test. Behav Ecol Sociobiol 26:415–
420

Gosling LM, Roberts SC (in press) Scent-marking by male mammals:
cheat-proof signals to competitors and mates. Adv Stud Behav

Gosling LM, Wright KHM (1994) Scent marking and resource de-
fence by male coypus (Myocastor coypus). J Zool (Lond) 234:
423–436

Gosling LM, Atkinson NW, Dunn S, Collins SA (1996) The re-
sponse of subordinate male mice to scent marks varies in relation
to their own competitive ability. Anim Behav 52:1185–1191

Grafen A (1990) Biological signals as handicaps. J Theor Biol
144:517–546

Hayashi S (1987) The effects of preputialectomy on aggression in
male mice. Zool Sci 4:551–555

Hurst JL (1990) Urine marking in populations of wild house mice
Mus domesticus Rutty. I. Communication between males.
Anim Behav 40:209–222

Hurst JL, Robertson DHL, Tolladay U, Beynon RJ (1998) Proteins
in urine scent marks of male house mice extend the longevity
of olfactory signals. Anim Behav 55:1289–1297

Jones RB, Nowell NW (1973) Effects of preputial and coagulating
gland secretions upon aggressive behaviour in male mice: a
confirmation. J Endocrinol 59:203–204

Kappeler PM (1998) To whom it may concern: the transmission
and function of chemical signals in Lemur catta. Behav Ecol
Sociobiol 42:411–421

Koivunen V, Korpimaki E, Hakkarainen H (1998) Refuge sites of
voles under owl predation risk: priority of dominant individu-
als? Behav Ecol 9:261–266

Kokko H, Sutherland WJ (1998) Optimal floating and queuing
strategies: consequences for density dependence and habitat
loss. Am Nat 152:354–366

Kotiaho JS, Alatalo RV, Mappes J, Nielsen MG, Parri S, Rivero A
(1998) Energetic costs of size and sexual signalling in a wolf
spider. Proc R Soc Lond B 265:2203–2209

Kozlowski J (1992) Optimal allocation of resources to growth and
reproduction: implications for age and size at maturity. Trends
Ecol Evol 7:15–19

Maynard Smith J (1996) The games lizards play. Nature
380:198–199

McNamara JM, Houston AI (1996) State-dependent life histories.
Nature 380:215–221

Mendl M, Paul ER (1990) Litter composition affects parental care,
offspring growth and the development of aggressive behaviour
in wild house mice. Behaviour 116:90–108

Mugford RA, Nowell NW (1971) The preputial glands as a source of
aggression-promoting odours in mice. Physiol Behav 6:247–249

Nevison CM, Barnard CJ, Benyon RJ, Hurst JL (2000) The conse-
quences of inbreeding for recognising competitors. Proc R Soc
Lond B 267:687–694

Partridge L, Harvey P (1988) The ecological context of life history
evolution. Science 241:1449–1455

Penn D, Potts WK (1998) Chemical signals and parasite-mediated
sexual selection. Trends Ecol Evol 13:391–396

Pilastro A, Giacomello E, Bisazza A (1997) Sexual selection for
small size in male mosquitofish (Gambusia holbrooki). Proc R
Soc Lond B 264:1125–1129

Schüler L, Renne U (1988) Relationship of social rank in mice to
growth, endurance, and fertility. Aggress Behav 14:205–211

Sokal RR, Rohlf FJ (1995) Biometry, 3rd edn. Freeman, New
York

Trivers RL (1972) Parental investment and sexual selection. In:
Campbell B (ed) Sexual selection and the descent of man,
1871–1971. Heinemann, London, pp 136–179

Viitala J, Korpimaki E, Palakangas P, Koivula M (1995) Attraction
of kestrels to vole scent marks visible in ultraviolet light. Na-
ture 373:425–427

Wolff RJ (1985) Mating behaviour and female choice: their rela-
tion to social structure in wild caught house mice (Mus muscu-
lus) housed in a semi-natural environment. J Zool 207:43–51

Zahavi A (1975) Mate selection: a selection for a handicap. J The-
or Biol 53:205–214

Zegeren K van (1980) Variation on aggressiveness and the regula-
tion of numbers in house mouse populations. Neth J Zool
30:635–770


