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Simple Summary: Colourful animals are often more conspicuous than dull animals, which
increases their exposure to predators. One way to reduce predation risk could be to be
more vigilant. We investigated this in two related songbird species, the colourful Gouldian
finch and the less colourful long-tailed finch, at waterholes by measuring the frequency of
head movements as a measure of vigilance. Both species showed a high frequency of head
movements (high vigilance) when sitting in an open tree where they could be easily spotted.
However, the more conspicuous Gouldian finch remained more vigilant when sitting under
cover than the long-tailed finch. Moreover, juveniles and adults of the Gouldian finch
had similar vigilance levels; whereas, juvenile long-tailed finches were less vigilant than
their adult counterparts, possibly because of the juveniles often being in family groups.
Both species showed a similar reduction in vigilance shortly after landing in the tree. The
reduction in vigilance was affected by group size. This indicates initial uncertainty about
the threat they might face, more so when alone. Finally, vigilance was higher at small
waterholes, reflecting a higher perceived risk, as compared to larger waterholes.

Abstract: Conspicuousness increases the risk of predation. One strategy to reduce this
risk is to increase vigilance. We investigated the frequency of head movements as a
measure of vigilance at waterholes in two related songbird species that differed in their
conspicuousness: the Gouldian finch and the long-tailed finch. While both species showed
a high frequency of head movements (high vigilance) when sitting in an open tree, the more
colourful Gouldian finch remained more vigilant than the less conspicuous long-tailed finch
when sitting under cover. Moreover, juvenile Gouldian finches had similar vigilance levels
than adults; whereas, juveniles of the long-tailed finch were less vigilant, possibly because
of staying in the family group. Furthermore, both species showed a similar temporal
course of vigilance with a fast decrease in vigilance after landing in the tree, which was
affected by group size. Single individuals had much higher vigilance than groups of birds.
Finally, vigilance was higher at small waterholes. The results show that conspicuousness,
uncertainty when arriving at waterholes, and higher perceived risk at small waterholes
increased vigilance.

Keywords: social vigilance; antipredator behaviour; waterholes; age; Gouldian finch;
long-tailed finch

Animals 2025, 15,214

https://doi.org/10.3390/ani15020214


https://doi.org/10.3390/ani15020214
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani15020214
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/animals
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3874-5035
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani15020214
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ani15020214?type=check_update&version=1

Animals 2025, 15,214

2 of 15

1. Introduction

Animals differ in their conspicuousness from dull to brightly coloured. Higher con-
spicuousness can result in higher predation (interspecific: [1,2]; intraspecific: [3-9]), requir-
ing behavioural adaptations, such as higher vigilance [10]. Vigilance is an antipredator
behaviour (e.g., [11,12]) but also allows for the monitoring of other individuals (social
vigilance, e.g., [12-17]). Animals scan their environment to detect any changes that might
convey a threat. A high frequency of vigilance (looking up frequently or frequently chang-
ing the direction of looking) has been linked to higher vigilance [12,18-21] and better preda-
tor detection [22]. While vigilance generally decreases with group size [11,16,21,23-30]
(many eyes hypothesis [31], dilution hypothesis [32]), it can also increase or remain sta-
ble with increasing group size due to an increased requirement to monitor group mates
(social vigilance; [17,33-35]). While a range of factors affecting vigilance have been investi-
gated, such as position in a group (higher vigilance at the periphery: [14,36-38]), distance
to cover (higher vigilance when further away: [33,39-41]), and age (higher vigilance in
adults: [20,34,42]), little research has been carried out on how conspicuousness might af-
fect vigilance (but see [43]). The only exception are two studies on songbirds, showing
that vigilance was linked to conspicuousness with higher vigilance the more conspicuous
the individual [10,44]. Two other studies are on waterfowl with mixed results. More
conspicuous mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) males in breeding plumage were again more
vigilant than less conspicuous males in their nonbreeding plumage [45]. In contrast, higher
conspicuousness in male Eurasian wigeons (Anas penelope) was attributed to mate guarding
rather than higher conspicuousness [46]. Moreover, relatively little is known about the
temporal course of vigilance, i.e., how vigilance changes over time, specifically in relation
to conspicuousness.

Vigilance is not static but should adjust to the spatiotemporal fluctuation of risk.
For example, risk can change diurnally (linked to activity of main predators; [47-49]) or
seasonally [34,50-53]. Lima and Bednekoff 1999 [54] suggested that animals should adjust
antipredator behaviour to the temporal fluctuation of risk (risk allocation hypothesis),
which has been confirmed in many studies [24,41,49,55-59]). Moreover, Sirot, and Pays
(2011) [60] suggested that vigilance changes over time, predicting that, on arrival at a
location, vigilance should be high, as the newcomer faces uncertainty regarding threats
around. Over time, the individual collects information about potential threats reducing
uncertainty. This then results in reduced vigilance. This has been confirmed in a range of
mammal and bird species [36,61-65].

Additionally, not every location carries equal risk. For example, areas vary in predator
presence/absence [21,66-69], frequency of encounters with predators [38,70], available
cover [39,41,59,71-73], etc., with associated higher vigilance when risk is higher. Further-
more, places that are regularly visited by prey (e.g., waterholes, carcasses, fruiting trees)
attract predators and require higher vigilance [74]. For example, most animals visit wa-
terholes at least once a day, which makes such places particularly risky to visit [23,47],
as ambush predators can wait [75]. Similar risks arise when visiting fruiting trees or car-
casses over a period of time [40,76]. To reduce this risk, animals often prefer waterholes
that provide cover for their own protection [77,78] but also allow a relatively free view
to spot predators early on [78]. Furthermore, animals increase vigilance around water-
holes [13], more so the less cover they have [79]. Likewise, the lack of cover also increases
vigilance at carcasses [40], fruiting trees [76], or feeders [10]. Like at other locations, vigi-
lance decreases with increasing group size at waterholes [79-81] and increases with higher
perceived risk [74,80]. Finally, waterhole size affects vigilance, with higher vigilance at
small waterholes likely reflecting higher risks [79].
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Most research at waterholes has been carried out on ungulates [47,74,80,81] (but
see [79,82]), despite nearly every species across taxa visiting waterholes on a regular ba-
sis. Furthermore, little is known about the temporal dynamics of vigilance at waterholes
and how it is affected by individual characteristics and environmental factors. Here, we
investigated the temporal dynamics of vigilance at waterholes in relation to conspicuous-
ness, cover, and group size in two estrildian finches: the Gouldian finch (Chloebia gouldiae)
and the long-tailed finch (Poephila acuticauda). Both species co-occur in North Australia’s
savannah grassland but differ in their plumage conspicuousness, with the Gouldian finch
being much more colourful than the long-tailed finch. Gouldian finches have been shown
to be more vigilant when perched in open trees without cover, as compared to when in
trees with cover, when alone, and at small waterholes [79]. No vigilance studies have been
conducted on long-tailed finches so far. We predicted the following;:

(A) Gouldian finches are more vigilant than long-tailed finches at waterholes to account
for their higher conspicuousness;

(B) Both species reduce their vigilance over time, as they assess threats;

(C) Cover, increasing group size, and larger waterholes would decrease vigilance.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Species and Location

Both species are endemic to North Australia and have similar habitat requirements.
The Gouldian finch is a habitat and diet specialist, inhabiting tropical savannah grass-
land [83] and feeding largely on sorghum grasses on the ground [84]. They are nomadic
during the nonbreeding season, following food availability [83]. The species is listed as
endangered by the Australian Department of Environment, Parks, and Water Security [85].
Gouldian finches are brightly coloured with a green back, yellow belly, and purple breast.
They occur in three distinct head colour morphs with 70% black-headed birds, 30% red-
headed birds, and less than 1% yellow-headed birds in the same population [86]. The
colour polymorphism is present in both sexes. Additionally, Gouldian finches are sexually
dimorphic, with males overall having a brighter plumage and longer central tail feathers.
Juveniles are uniformly grey green in colour [87].

The long-tailed finch occurs sympatrically with the Gouldian finch but has a broader
habitat range, including grassy bushland and pandanus savanna, and a diet ranging from
grassy seeds to insects [87]. The species is resident but shows local movements during the
dry season [87]. Long-tailed finches are grey-brown in colour, with the chin to upper breast
being black. They have a yellow beak (western subspecies P. a. acuticauda) and long central
tail feathers. Sexes look largely alike. Juveniles are overall paler with a greyish throat and
black bill but look otherwise the same [84]. The two species are competitors over nest
cavities with long-tailed finches usually outcompeting Gouldian finches [88]. However,
Gouldian finches also use long-tailed finches to assess risk at waterholes [89].

The study was carried out during the dry, nonbreeding season between July and
August around waterholes in the Kimberley region of Western Australia. Data were
collected between Wyndham in the West (15°29'08.3” S 128°07'14.9"” E) and Lake Argyle
in the East (16°05'55.4" S 128°42'17.1" E), largely along the Great Northern and Victoria
Highway. The only location off the Highway was in the El Questro resort (16°00'29” S
127°58'50" E). The habitat in the study area and around all waterholes was characterised
by open eucalyptus woodland consisting of a mixture of eucalyptus (Eucalyptus spp.),
bloodwood (Corymbia spp.), and boab (Adansonia gregorii) trees with annual sorghum grass
(Sorghum spp.) on the ground.

Seven waterholes were sampled (six for long-tailed finches due to logistic reasons;
Table 1). Waterholes were on median 12.5 km (quartile ranges 6.8-47.0 km) apart but
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at least 1.5 km (one location; for more details see [76]). The two closest locations were
separated by a ridge and visited by different individuals, as numbers and compositions
differed between the two sites. It is, therefore, assumed that waterholes are independent
sampling units. Waterholes were remnants of creeks or man-made and ranged in size
from <1 m? (small) to stretches of creeks of 100 m lengths and 10 m width (large; Table 1;
for a detailed description see further down). All waterholes had a mixture of open trees
without leaves (boabs or dead trees) and trees with foliage providing cover. Brown falcons
(Falco berigora) and Brown goshawks (Accipiter fasciatus), two of the main avian predators
there, were present at all waterholes and initiated attacks on a daily basis. Waterholes were
selected based on long-term use (pers. comm. Gary Fitt), local knowledge, and finding new
waterholes used by Gouldian finches.

Table 1. Waterhole characteristics and sample sizes of Gouldian finches and long-tailed finches in the
Kimberley region, Western Australia, to investigate vigilance.

Location Natural or Waterhole Number of Number of
Man-Made Size Focal Birds GF* Focal Birds LT *

1 Natural Small 208 (149) S

2 Man-made Large 94) 24 (19)

3 Natural Small 56 (36) 97 (70)

4 Natural Medium 35 (30) 9 (8)

5 Natural Large 17 (15) 31 (23)

6 Natural Large 63 (40) 59 (47)

7 Man-made Small 32 (28) 58 (48)
TOTAL 420 (302) 278 (215)

* Numbers outside brackets are the total number of birds observed; numbers in brackets represent the birds that
had two or three vigilance blocks and were used for the analysis. ** Long-tailed finches were present but were not
sampled due to logistic reasons.

2.2. Data Collection

Data collection occurred between 5:30 and 10:00 am every morning. The observer
(CMH) positioned herself about 10-15 m away from the waterhole hidden in vegetation.
Birds were observed with binoculars and data recorded on a Dictaphone (Sony IC Recorder
ICD-PX440, Sony, Tokyo, Japan). Recording started when an individual of one of the two
species landed in a tree near the waterhole. As the Gouldian finch was much rarer than
the long-tailed finch, precedence was given to the Gouldian finch whenever they were
present and data on long-tailed finches were only collected when no Gouldian finches were
present. However, the data collection of long-tailed finches often occurred just before or
after Gouldian finches were sampled, i.e., both species were equally distributed across
the sampling period every day. Species ID, age, sex (Gouldian finch only), head colour
(Gouldian finch only), location (open, medium, or dense, see below), and number of other
individuals of the same species [24,74] in the same or neighbouring tree were recorded
before commencing the collection of vigilance data. With the Dictaphone running, every
head movement of the focal bird was counted and quietly spoken into the Dictaphone.
A head movement could be vertical or horizontal, as every change in the head’s position
changes the eye’s view and brings a different part of the environment into focus [90].
Blocks of 20 head movements were counted before counting started again, until ideally
three blocks of head movements were recorded. Shorter blocks were recorded in case the
bird changed cover or flew away. The three blocks of 20 head movements were recorded to
allow analysis of the temporal course of vigilance. Sixty head movements approximated
to about one minute of vigilance data comparable to other vigilance studies [23,91-93].
After the recording of three blocks of head movements, the number of birds present of this
species was assessed again. When other individuals of this species were present, a different
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individual was chosen and counting started again. Each location was observed two to
seven times, depending on the number of birds (specifically Gouldian finches) visiting the
waterhole. Visits were on average 3.8 days £ 1.9 days (mean + SE) apart.

Gouldian finches visit waterholes once a day, typically in the morning [94]. Therefore,
we assumed that we sampled different birds on a given day supported by different group
sizes and group compositions. Likewise, group composition and group sizes varied across
days indicating different groups visiting the waterholes. To reduce the risk of resampling,
we observed birds on fewer days when numbers at a waterhole were overall small. The
routine of waterhole visits of long-tailed finches was unknown, but given the large numbers
of this species visiting each waterhole, it is unlikely that we resampled the same birds.

2.3. Data Analysis

All analyses were conducted with IBM SPSS Statistics v 29.0.1.0, and the data are
available in Table S1. The overall sample size was 517, comprising of 302 Gouldian finches
and 215 long-tailed finches with at least two blocks of head movements (89 Gouldian finches
and 76 long-tailed finches with the remaining individuals (213 and 139, respectively)
contributing three blocks) recorded to allow for temporal analyses. We calculated the
frequency of head movements by extracting the time it took to make 20 or fewer but at
least 10 (in case the bird left before the last block could be completed; 45% of cases) head
movements and divided the number of head movements by the corresponding time. Data
were square-root-transformed to obtain normally distributed data.

Generalised linear mixed models were used for analysis, with individuals nested
within a location and block as a repeated measure, reflecting the temporal course of
vigilance. An identity link function was used. Degrees of freedom were calculated with
the Satterthwaite approximations due to unequal sample sizes. The main factors were
waterhole size (3 levels; small < 1 m2-medium 1-5 mz—large > 10 m?) and location (2 levels;
open tree without leaves and dense tree with leaves combining medium and dense tree
cover) as ecological factors and species (2 levels; Gouldian finch and long-tailed finch),
number of birds (5 levels; 1 = alone, 2 = 2 birds, 3 = 34 birds, 4 = 5-7 birds, 5 = >7 birds),
and age (2 levels; juvenile, adult) as social factors. For group sizes, we tried to retain as
much information by also considering sample sizes within levels. Single birds are likely
more alert than when associating with others. Levels two to four reflect socially meaningful
groupings, with two birds often being pairs and three to four birds (level 3) and five to
seven birds (level 4) not being unusual for family groups. These levels might be perceived
differently than larger groups of unknown birds (level 5). Two-way interactions included
species with all other factors (waterhole size, location, number of birds, age) to test for
differences in vigilance between species. Likewise, the interaction term block with all other
factors (waterhole size, location, species, number of birds, age) was included to test whether
these factors affected the temporal course of vigilance, i.e., whether the frequency of head
movements changed over time and in relation to these factors. The variable ‘individual’
was used as a random factor to account for repeated testing. Posthoc comparisons were
carried out with sequential Sidak to adjust for multiple comparisons. Nonsignificant terms
were removed starting with the least significant two-way interactions.

3. Results

The final model included all main factors and three two-way factors (Table 2). Goul-
dian finches and long-tailed finches differed in the frequency of head movements depending
on the cover they were sitting in (species x location; Table 2) with Gouldian finches having
a higher frequency of head movements when sitting in trees with dense cover, as compared
to long-tailed finches (posthoc: t = 3409, p < 0.001). The frequency of head movements did
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not differ between the two species when sitting in open trees (t = 0.530, p = 0.569). Overall,
both species made more head movements when in open trees, as compared to when in
dense trees (t = 2.858, p = 0.004; Figure 1).

Table 2. Outcome of generalized linear mixed model investigating the temporal course of vigilance
in Gouldian finches and long-tailed finches at waterholes in the Kimberley region, WA, Australia.

Variable F-Value DF1 DF 2 p-Value
Corrected model 9.458 21 720 <0.001
Waterhole size 10.632 2 516 <0.001
Location (open-dense) 31.288 1 514 <0.001
Species 0.735 1 515 0.392
Group size 8.948 4 711 <0.001
Age 3.340 1 512 0.068
Species x location 4.026 1 513 0.045
Species x age 6.344 1 516 0.012
Group size x block 7.124 10 598 <0.001

DF: degrees of freedom.
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Figure 1. Mean =+ SE of frequency of head movements of Gouldian finches and long-tailed finches
in relation to cover at waterholes in the Kimberley region, WA, Australia. GF: Gouldian finch; LT:
long-tailed finch; transf: transformed. Numbers above the column indicate significant levels.

Furthermore, the interaction species x age was significant (Table 2), with juvenile long-
tailed finches having a lower frequency of head movements than adults (t = —2.399, p = 0.017);
whereas, age classes did not differ in the Gouldian finch (t = 0.862, p = 0.389; Figure 2). Any
other species differences were not significant and dropped out of the final model.

Both species showed a similar temporal course of vigilance. Overall, the frequency of
head movements decreased over time. However, this differed, depending on the number of
birds present (block x number of birds interaction; Figure 3). The highest frequency of head
movements overall was observed in the first block when the birds were alone. Frequencies were
then significantly decreased in the second and third block (block 1 vs. 2: t = —5.428, p < 0.001;
block 1 vs. 3: t = —5.893, p < 0.001). This picture was largely repeated in the other group sizes,
but with the frequency of head movements clearly lower than when alone. Specifically, the
frequency of head movements was significantly higher in the first, as compared to the second
block in group sizes of two (trend only t = —1.765, p = 0.078), three to four birds (t = —2.142, p =
0.033), and more than eight birds (t = —3.486, p < 0.001). The results were more variable when
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it came to the third block, with only group sizes of one and two birds showing a significantly
lower frequency of head movements, as compared to the first block (group size 2, block 1 vs.
3:t=—2.654, p = 0.008).
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Figure 2. Mean + SE of frequency of head movements of juvenile and adult Gouldian finches and
long-tailed finches at waterholes in the Kimberley region, WA, Australia. Numbers above the column

indicate significant levels; transf: transformed.
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Figure 3. Mean =+ SE of frequency of head movements over time (blocks) in relation to group size
for Gouldian finches and long-tailed finches combined at waterholes in the Kimberley region, WA,
Australia. The upper numbers on the x-axis represent the vigilance blocks 1-3, the lower numbers
the group size; different letters indicate significant differences in relation to the first block in each
group size; brackets indicate trend; transf: transformed.

Finally, waterhole size affected the frequency of head movements across both species
with a higher frequency at small waterholes, as compared to medium sized waterholes
(trend t = —1.903, p = 0.058) and large waterholes (t = —4.435, p < 0.001; Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Frequency of head movements (mean + SE) of Gouldian finches and long-tailed finches at
differently sized waterholes in the Kimberley region, WA, Australia. The blue columns represent the
frequency of head movements of both species combined, the dark grey represent Gouldian finches
(GF), and the light grey one long-tailed finches (LT). Numbers above the column indicate significant
levels; transf: transformed.

4. Discussion

Gouldian finches and long-tailed finches differed in their vigilance with respect to the
cover they were in. While both species showed high vigilance in open trees, long-tailed
finches had lower vigilance levels than the Gouldian finches when in dense trees. Further-
more, juvenile long-tailed finches were less vigilant than adults; whereas, no significant
differences were found between age classes in the Gouldian finch. The temporal course
of vigilance did not differ between species, but the frequency of head movements was
generally higher for the first twenty head movements (first block), as compared to the
following twenty head movements (second block), and was highest when alone in the tree,
as compared to other group sizes. Finally, vigilance was higher at small waterholes.

Vigilance was high when birds were sitting in open trees, reflecting the perceived
higher risk when in an exposed position, as compared to perching in a tree with leaves
providing cover supporting the risk allocation hypothesis [54]. This corroborates other
studies that found higher vigilance in more threatening situations, e.g., when away from
cover [39,41,59,71-73,79]. In this high-risk situation, any potential species differences were
possibly overruled by the need to be alert, which does not allow for a lot of variation in
vigilance. Similar results were found in ungulates. At waterhole sites with additional
human hunting activity, i.e., higher risks, no differences in vigilance were found between
three ungulate species; whereas, vigilance differed among the same species at waterholes
in areas without additional human hunting pressure [92]. The latter was also observed
in our study as species differences occurred when under cover, i.e., experiencing a less
threatening environment. Gouldian finches were significantly more vigilant than long-
tailed finches when sitting under cover, which in part, supports our first prediction. The
colourful Gouldian finches might stick out, even when sitting among leaves, making them
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more conspicuous and an easier target for predators. Higher vigilance has also been
found in the more conspicuous sex among sexually dichromatic bird species [10,44,45].
However, the current study seems to be the first one to show differences in vigilance linked
to conspicuousness between species.

The two species also differed in their vigilance in relation to age. Juvenile long-tailed
finches were less vigilant than adults; whereas, no significant differences were found in
the Gouldian finch. Young animals are often found to be less vigilant, as they might face
a trade-off with foraging and/or are less experienced in recognising threats [20,34,42,95].
Juvenile Gouldian finches did not follow this pattern and, while not significant, tended
to be more vigilant than adults. This is surprising and not linked to conspicuousness,
as the young are inconspicuous grey—green. However, it resembles findings from earlier
studies with juvenile Gouldian finches being more vigilant than adult males [79]. At this
time of year deep into the dry season, most family groups have broken up and juvenile
Gouldian finches move around independently or in small juvenile groups. This might
increase risks due to their inexperience, resulting in higher vigilance [15]. Alternatively,
Gouldian finches might develop adult vigilance patterns early on as an adaptation to
breaking up family groups [15]. Long-tailed finches, in contrast, were still in their family
groups, as two adults often arrived with juveniles together. This provides more protection
and learning opportunities from adults. Reliance on adult vigilance has been shown in
other studies [34,96].

Vigilance decreased over time, following a similar time course in both species support-
ing the second hypothesis predicting that vigilance would decrease over time as individuals
assess threats. When arriving in a tree, birds must assess the surroundings and scan for
potential predators, as well as registering other birds in the tree. Over time, uncertainty de-
creases, allowing for lower vigilance [60]. Similar changes in vigilance over time have been
found in Barnacle geese (Branta leucopsis; [61]) and several gull species (Larus spec; [64]) but
also in mammals [36,63]. The decrease was particularly prevalent from the first to the sec-
ond block; whereas, the third block was much more variable. This might be due to the birds
preparing to fly down to the waterhole, which requires looking for a place to land and po-
tentially checking on other birds who might fly down as well to avoid collisions, coordinate
movement, and/or decide with whom to fly down, ultimately increasing vigilance.

Interestingly, vigilance decreased within a very short period of time. Given that
three blocks of vigilance usually take roughly 60 s to complete [79], the observed changes
in vigilance occurred within 20 s or less. This means that the initial assessment of the
situation was very fast, and without discovering any threats, birds decreased vigilance in
less than a minute. This is the fastest adjustment in vigilance observed so far. This might
be predominantly due to the time scale chosen in other studies which ranged from 1 min
segments [63,64] to 3 min segments [36], as well as 10 min [61] and 30 min sessions [62].
However, in the study by Terhune and Brilliant [36], seals hauled up for resting remained
highly vigilant for the first two 3 min segments and only then reduced their vigilance
indicating a much longer period of high vigilance. In contrast, vigilance decreased from
the first to the second minute segment in several gull species when loafing [64] and in
grey squirrels (Sciurus carolinensis) in an experimental arena [63] resembling our findings.
Future studies might use shorter segments to identify the temporal course of vigilance
more precisely.

The temporal decrease in vigilance was strongly affected by group size with a much
steeper decrease when birds were alone, as compared to all other group sizes. When birds
arrived alone, their initial vigilance was by far the highest, but this then decreased quickly;
although, it remained higher than in any other group size. This reflects the vulnerability of
single individuals and the need to be alert (many eyes hypothesis [31], dilution effect [32])
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and has been observed across species (e.g., [11,25,27]). The strong decrease in vigilance
when alone might have two reasons. Firstly, birds might have assessed the situation quickly,
as there was a clear view, and they primarily had to pay attention to potential predators,
suitable hiding places, and what was going on around the waterhole. Twenty seconds
might be enough to establish that there was no immediate danger. Birds might then have
subsequently returned to their usual vigilance frequency to keep control of the situation,
including visually examining the waterhole for the best place to drink, which would require
looking in one direction for longer [97]. This corresponds with the two vigilance strategies
proposed by Fernandez-Juricic [97]: visual search, characterised by a high frequency of
head movements to cover a large area in a short period of time to discover any threats, and
visual tracking, allowing the collection of information, such as estimating distance to target,
etc. Secondly, vigilance might have decreased rapidly due to high costs of vigilance [98].
However, this seems less likely, as the birds were sitting in the tree and would not lose
any foraging time by turning their head more often. When birds were in groups, the
pattern repeated but at a lower vigilance level and with a less steep decline, possibly due to
starting with reduced vigilance in the first place. It should be noted that vigilance dropped
markedly in the second block when more than eight birds (usually more than 20) were
present, indicating that larger flocks might provide additional protection.

Finally, waterhole size affected overall vigilance. Both species showed higher vigilance
when at smaller waterholes in support of the third prediction. Small waterholes might be
perceived as more dangerous, as the birds have fewer options where to land and drink,
which makes them more vulnerable to predation. Moreover, competition might arise among
birds where to land, which would increase social vigilance [17,33-35] to decide when to
go down and with whom. Higher vigilance at smaller waterholes in Gouldian finches
has been shown in an earlier study [79]. However, this study expands this to the long-
tailed finch, too. This indicates that higher vigilance at small waterholes might be a more
widespread phenomenon with potentially long-term consequences. With global warming,
the frequency and duration of heat waves is increasing globally [78]. Consequently, birds
will encounter small waterholes more often and for longer periods of time during the dry
season. When higher vigilance is linked to the increased perceived threat of predation
and competition with others over extended periods, then this might induce stress. More
research is needed into how waterhole size might affect the wellbeing of birds.

5. Conclusions

Gouldian finches maintained higher vigilance than long-tailed finches when sitting
under cover, potentially due to their higher conspicuousness. Likewise, juvenile Gouldian
finches showed similar vigilance levels or higher than adults; whereas, juvenile long-tailed
finches had lower vigilance levels than adults, which is likely linked to their different social
structure. Both species showed a similar time course of vigilance, with high initial vigilance
to assess any threats followed by a reduction in vigilance as uncertainty decreased with a
marked effect of group size on overall vigilance. Finally, both species were more vigilant at
small waterholes, reflecting higher perceived threats and increased competition.
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