
Some possible functions of sun-bathing 
in birds 

By Derek Goodwin 
T H E OLD SAYING 'One picture is worth a thousand words' is amply 
confirmed by C. W. Teager's fine series of photographs of various 
passerines sun-bathing (plates 42-47). They include a large proportion 
in high intensity sunning postures, with both wings and tail outspread. 
Among many passerines, particularly the finches (Fringillidae) and the 
crows (Corvidae), one more often sees lower intensity postures in which 
the bird leans to one side with the tail partly spread, one wing slightly 
drooped and partly spread, and most of the head and body feathers 
erected. This posture was well shown in the photographs of sun
bathing Chaffinches Fringilla coekbs which were among those accom
panying the short paper by Rollin (1948). 

Plate 45 in the present series, illustrating the sunning posture of the 
Dunnock Prunella nodularis, is very interesting. As Mr. Teager points 
out in his article on 'Birds sun-bathing' on pages 361-363, this wing-
lifting does not seem to be shown by other passerines, at any rate by 
those whose sun-bathing has been observed, but it is very similar to 
the wing-lifting of pigeons (Columbidae) when either sunning or rain-
bathing. It is tempting to speculate whether there is more than coin
cidence in the fact that the Dunnock, alone among British breeding 
passerines, often lifts or flicks its wings alternately in almost all con
ditions of excitement, including threat and sexual displays, alarm, and 
communal chases (I. J. Ferguson-Lees in lift.). 

Sun-bathing by birds was discussed previously by Gibb (1947), who 
described the postures observed and gave a list of species seen sun
bathing. Later Wynne-Edwards (1947) wrote on the same subject, 
pointing out that Domestic Fowls Callus gallus could survive on a diet 
deficient in vitamin D if they were irradiated by the sun or a mercury 
vapour lamp, but not otherwise. Vitamin D is apparently produced 
through the exposure to ultra-violet rays of such organic liquids as 
preen oil on the feathers, and later consumed in the course of routine 
or stimulated preening. 

What is known about sun-bathing in birds has been admirably 
summarised by Simmons (1964). As he suggested, it is possible that 
one function may be to make ecto-parasites become more active or to 
induce them to move away from less accessible parts of the plumage, 
such as the head and under the wings, to areas where they can be more 
readily removed by the preening and scratching that commonly inter
sperse or follow sun-bathing sessions. Though its functions are still 
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somewhat obscure, those workers who consider sun-bathing to be a 
simple temperature response are, I think, wrong in most instances. It is 
true that captive or tame birds may respond with typical sunning 
postures to high temperatures when forced to endure them or suddenly 
subjected to them; also brooding or incubating wild birds may do so 
in comparable situations, while sunning postures may be adopted, 
apparently deliberately, by such groups as raptors (Accipitridae, 
Falconidae) and herons (Ardeidae) to shield well-grown young from 
the sun. Most sun-bathing is voluntary, however, and the bird often 
deliberately seeks a suitable spot or revisits one that it has previously 
discovered. 

It might, perhaps, be as well to mention that many birds habitually 
expose themselves to the sun in circumstances which make it almost 
certain that the main or at least immediate purpose is simply to get 
warm. In such conditions the characteristic sun-bathing postures may 
not be used, and very often are not, although some fluffing of the 
plumage and intermittent preening usually occurs. This sort of 'simple' 
sun-bathing is most commonly seen just after sunrise on a sunny 
morning following a cold night. In such conditions Rock/Feral 
Pigeons Columba livia gather on ledges or roofs with an eastern aspect 
and a wall or cliff face behind to form a 'sun-trap'. After cold nights in 
the arid interior of Australia one sees blue wrens Malurus spp., Zebra 
Finches Taeniopygia castonota, Crested Pigeons Ocyphaps lophotes and 
many other species sunning themselves in this manner in wind-shel
tered spots, although later in the day, when the temperature has risen, 
they mostly prefer to rest in the shade. 

REFERENCES 
GIBB, J. (1947): 'Sun-bathing by birds'. Brit. Birds, 40: 172-174. 
ROLLIN, N. (1948): 'A note on sun-bathing by birds'. Brit. Birds, 41: 304-305, plates 

SIMMONS, K. E. L. (1964): 'Feather maintenance'. In A New Dictionary of Birds, ed. 
Sir A. Landsborough Thomson. London, pp. 278-286. 

WYNNE-EDWARDS, V. C. (1947): 'Sun-bathing by birds'. Brit. Birds, 40: 256. 

364 


	Some possible functions of sun-bathing in birds
	References


