
M.Sc. Zoology                                                                                                                                                  Dept. of Zoology, 

Semester - III RLSY College, Bakhtiyarpur (Patna) 

Patliputra University, Bihar 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Core Course (CC-13): 

Animal Behavior  

Unit-II: Social Behavior 

Topic 2.4: Parental care in fishes 

Mrs. Arusha Modi 

Assistant Professor 

 

 

PARENTAL CARE IN FISHES 

 
❖ Introduction 

Parental care is any behavior pattern in which a parent invests time or energy in feeding 

and protecting its offspring. Robert Trivers coined a more restrictive term ‘parental 

investment’ to refer to any action by parents that increases offspring fitness at a cost to 

parental fitness. In only 25% of fish species, parental care is evolved. Which parent 

provides the care varies greatly from fish species to fish species. Fish care ranges from 

hiding of eggs and then abandoning the area, to guarding young in elaborately prepared 

structures for up to several months, and from carrying young in or on the parent’s body 

cavity to the feeding of young.  

 

➢ Nest building 

The bowfin (Amia calva) of the great lakes of North America, builds a crude circular 

nest among aquatic plants. The male keeps guard until the eggs hatch and then keeps 

the young fish with him for some time afterwards. The bullhead, Ictalurus natalis either 

utilizes old tunnels of rodents or prepares a hole (Fig.1; Parental care by male 

Bullhead). 

 
 

➢ Coiling round eggs 

The Butterfish (Pholis) makes a ball of its spawn and roll around carry in their mouth 

to protect the eggs. Both the parents carry out this movement alternately (Fig.2; 

Butterfish Pholis coiled round a mass of eggs). 
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➢ Brood pouches 

In the sea horse (Fig.3; A male Hippocampus), Hippocampus and pipe fish Syngnathus, 

the female transfers eggs into a brood pouch on the belly of male to be kept until 

hatching takes place. 

 
➢ Shelter in mouth 

The African fish Tilapia mossambica (Fig.4; Female Tilapia taking young ones in 

buccal cavity) is known as ‘mouth brooder’ as hatchlings come in the oral cavity at the 

time of danger.  
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➢ Attachment to body 

The male of the New-Guinea fish, Kurtus entangles the egg mass on a hook like process 

on head until they are hatched. 

➢ Integumentary cups 

In the siluroids, Aspredo and Platystacus, the fertilized eggs are pressed into the soft 

spongy skin of belly of the female. Each egg becomes attached by a stalk into a cup-

like depression of integument and carried until hatching. 

➢ Mermaid’s purse 

Some of the sharks and rays produce a special type of leathery case called mermaids 

purse. It is a protective hard shell secreted by the shell glands present in the oviduct, 

which remain anchored to see weeds by their long tendrils. The young hatch out after 

rupturing the egg case. 

➢ Viviparity 

The highest degree of parental care is found in viviparous fishes where young ones 

develop within the oviduct of the female. The young ones gets its nourishment from the 

yolk sac placenta. E.g. Gambusia, Scoliodon, etc. 

 

❖ Costs and benefits of parental care 

The benefit of parental care: It improves survival and development of young.  

The three main costs of parental care are:  

(1) Decreased parental survival;  

(2) Increased time until the next breeding attempt; and  

(3) Reduced future fecundity (via suppressed feeding and growth). 
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