
 

Mate Guarding 

Mate guarding is a behavioral strategy in which an individual prevents its mate from mating 

with others, thereby ensuring reproductive success. It is commonly observed in species where 

fertilization occurs internally and where there is a risk of sperm competition. Mate guarding 

enhances paternity certainty in males and may also occur in females under certain conditions. 

Mate guarding arises due to the risk of sperm competition, where sperm from multiple males 

compete to fertilize the same set of eggs. Since males often invest less in reproduction but face 

uncertainty regarding paternity, they evolve strategies to ensure that their sperm successfully 

fertilizes the female’s eggs. This leads to behaviors aimed at restricting access of rival males 

to the female. 

Forms and Mechanisms of Mate Guarding 

Mate guarding can take several forms. Physical guarding involves staying close to the mate 

and preventing access by rivals. Aggressive guarding includes attacking or threatening 

competing individuals. Post-copulatory guarding occurs after mating, where males remain 

with females to prevent further copulation. In some species, physiological mechanisms such as 

copulatory plugs or chemical signals are used to block or deter other males. 

Timing of Mate Guarding 

Mate guarding may occur at different stages of reproduction. Pre-copulatory guarding 

ensures exclusive access before mating, while post-copulatory guarding prevents sperm 

competition after mating. In many species, males guard females during their fertile period, 

which is the time of highest reproductive value. 

Behavioral Adaptations and Strategies 

Mate guarding involves a range of behavioral adaptations, including vigilance, following 

behavior, and territoriality. In some species, males adjust the intensity of guarding based on the 

female’s fertility status. In others, guarding may involve prolonged association with the female, 

reducing opportunities to seek additional mates. 

Examples of Mate Guarding 

Insects 

In many insects, such as dragonflies, males guard females after mating by remaining attached 

or closely associated, preventing access by other males. 

Birds 

In several bird species, males closely accompany females during the breeding season, 

especially during the fertile period, to ensure paternity. 

Primates 

In primates, dominant males often guard estrous females and prevent subordinate males from 

mating with them. 



Costs and Trade-offs 

Mate guarding involves significant costs. It reduces the opportunity for males to mate with 

additional females and requires considerable time and energy. It may also increase exposure to 

predators. Despite these costs, mate guarding is favored when the benefits of ensuring paternity 

outweigh the potential gains from seeking additional mates. 

Evolutionary Consequences 

Mate guarding influences mating systems, particularly in species with monogamous or 

polygynous structures. It reduces sperm competition and increases reproductive certainty. It 

may also lead to the evolution of physiological adaptations, such as sperm allocation strategies 

and reproductive timing. 

Interaction with Other Reproductive Strategies 

Mate guarding often coexists with other reproductive strategies such as sperm competition, 

alternative mating tactics, and female choice. The balance between these strategies determines 

reproductive success in different ecological contexts. 

Evolutionary Significance 

Mate guarding plays a crucial role in reproductive biology by ensuring genetic transmission 

and reducing uncertainty in parentage. It shapes behavioral patterns, mating systems, and 

reproductive strategies across species. 

 


