
 

The Max Planck Institute for Ornithology (MPIO) in Seewiesen (located near Starnberg about 50 km from 

Munich) is an internationally renowned research institution with more than 160 employees working in two 

departments and seven research groups.  

 

Master project:  

How does the mother´s morph affect offspring  

survival in ruffs? 
 

In polygynous species, the most dominant and attractive males will sire the vast majority of 

offspring. However, sometimes males employ other successful strategies called alternative 

reproductive tactics (ARTs). Although most ARTs are thought to be condition dependent, some ARTs 

are known to be fully genetically determined. When the genetic differences between ARTs are 

located on autosomes females will also exhibit different morphs although the female phenotypes 

are still only poorly described. 

Ruffs, an iconic shorebird species, have three different reproductive morphs determined by an 

autosomal inversion that contains serval important genes of steroid hormone pathways. 

Morphological, behavioural and endocrinal differences among male morphs are well established. 

However, for females differences among morphs are more cryptic. Apart from size differences it is 

plausible that female morphs also differ in their steroid metabolism. This may have important 

consequences for the fitness of their offspring. In birds, females vary their steroid hormone 

allocation to eggs, which in turn may alter chick survival prospects and development. Moreover, 

variation in egg size is often associated with chick quality. 

Preliminary results suggest that in Ruffs egg size and steroid levels vary with maternal morph. With 

the current project we want to investigate whether this has fitness consequences, in particular, 

whether and how the maternal morph affects growth and survival of the chicks, in addition to the 

chicks own morph. To do so, we are looking for a highly motivated and well-organised student with 

a strong interest in genetic parentage assignment based on microsatellite genotyping. Samples from 

five breeding seasons have been collected already for this purpose. Previous experience with 

laboratory work is advantageous. We envision that this will be a master project. The work should 

start as soon as possible and no later than March 2020. Laboratory work will be conducted at the 

Max Planck Institute for Ornithology, 82319 Seewiesen/Starnberg. Some expenses such as 

accommodation in our guesthouse can be paid. If you require more details, please contact us.  

To apply please send a short letter of motivation and your CV to Dr. Clemens Küpper 

ckuepper@orn.mpg.de. We will start review applications by the 2nd January 2020 until the position 

is filled.   

The Max Planck Society endeavors to employ more severely disabled people. Applications of 

severely disabled persons are expressly welcome. We also actively support the reconciliation of 

work and family life. 

           

 

 


