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Intra- and interspecifi c mate choice of female 
Apistogramma cacatuoides 

(Teleostei: Cichlidae)

Uwe Römer* and Wolfgang Beisenherz*

Mate choice by female Apistogramma cacatuoides was tested in aquaria. Females signifi cantly preferred incon-
spicuously coloured males from the wild or their F1- or F2-inbreds over brightly coloured males of domestic 
stocks. Most wild-caught males are inconspicuous. In interspecifi c mating experiments, female A. cacatuoides chose 
males of their own species with high statistical confi dence instead of males of A. juruensis, A. martini, A. panduro, 
or A. sp. ‘brustband’, all considered close relatives of A. cacatuoides. Despite their overall similarities in morphol-
ogy and colour, this supports their recognition as distinct species.
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Introduction

Over the last two decades, numerous new species 
of the genus Apistogramma have been discovered. 
In some cases the extreme similarity of described 
species raises doubts about the validity of their 
status as separate taxons. As speciation infl u-
ences reproduction, we used experiments on 
reproduction as a tool to get information on the 
taxonomic status of different species of Apisto-
gramma. We investigated this using female A. ca-
catuoides as an example. When mating, an indi-
vidual female (or male) has to make sure that 
three basic criteria are fulfi lled by a potential 
partner. It has to be of the right species and gen-
der, and of the best available quality (Barlow, 
2000). Within Apistogramma, the question which 
gender an individual belongs to should be easy 
to answer for an individual searching for a part-
ner, as adult males and females of most species 

are highly dimorphic and dichromatic (Römer, 
2000). Indeed, no unisexual mating of adults has 
been noticed during several years of observation, 
although it has sporadically occurred in the case 
of just-matured, half-grown females. The answer 
to the other two questions is the subject of this 
investigation. 
 There is disagreement on whether females 
would discriminate among individual males, as 
long as they are conspecifi cs (Andersson, 1994). 
From earlier observation we know that male 
Apistogramma are anything but picky when court-
ing: in mixed species groups they court every 
available female displaying the basic markings 
of readiness to spawn: a slightly yellowish body 
with some contrasting dark markings (Römer, 
2000). This was somewhat unexpected, as males 
of some other cichlids, for instance highly sexu-
ally dimorphic mouthbrooding Lake Malawi 
cichlids, are obviously able to distinguish con-
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