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On 24 May 1970, near Oxford, N.C., a pair of Starlings (Sturnus vulgaris) was 
observed carrying food to their 5 or 6 day-old nestlings inside a barn about 8 feet above 
the ground where a hole had been drilled by a Yellow-shafted Flicker (Colaptes auratus). 
In an effort to get some information on the Starling's problem-solving capability, I 
attached to the side of the barn a sheet of plywood, 3 feet by 11/2 feet, containing 13 
holes. The holes were 11/2 inches in diameter, slightly too small for access by the parent 
birds. A 1-inch board was placed between the plywood and the wall of the barn to 
enhance the appearance that all holes through the plywood opened into cavities. 
However, when the face of the plywood was viewed from a right-angle position, the 
cavity entrance appeared as a dark hole; whereas, the barn wall could be seen through 
the other holes in the plywood. The parent birds were not marked, and it was thus 
impossible to relate the observations to individual birds. 

Twenty minutes later, after the Starlings had several times flown near the nest 
entrance and away without alighting, one alighted on the plywood. It examined two 
holes, one after another, seemingly at random, and then flew away only to circle back to 
the hole on the extreme left in the upper row of holes. The bird examined the three 
upper holes, one after another, left to right, and then moved down to the next lower row 
of holes and examined them, right to left, until the nest entrance was found at the third 
hole from the extreme right. The Starling making the second visit to the nest, 
presumably the other bird of the pair, examined only two incorrect holes before going to 
the correct one. In 18 visits to the nest during the following hour, the Starlings went 
directly to the correct hole all except four times when one and two incorrect holes were 
earlier examined. 

The plywood sheet was then moved so the nest entrance was aligned with a different 
hole. Then both returning birds went first to the hole which was formerly the correct 
one and then examined two and three holes, respectively, before going to the correct 
one. Thereafter, the birds went directly to the correct hole in all but one of eight visits, 
and then they examined only one incorrect hole prior to making the correct choice. The 
plywood was twice later changed so that the nest entrance was aligned with different 
holes, and the birds flew directly to the correct hole in each of the return visits. 

I then changed the position of the plywood and made a second hole in the side of the 
barn aligned with a hole in the plywood about 8 inches above the one over the nesting 
hole. In 14 following visits the parent birds went first to the correct hole, and in 12 they 
went to the incorrect hole. The nestlings were then removed from the nest, and the 
visiting parents later checked six and nine holes through the plywood, respectively, after 



first checking those over the holes through the side of the barn. The parent birds then 
went to the roof of the barn and did not return to the nest in the following 15 minutes 
that I watched. 

These Starlings appeared to be guided to their nest by the cavity appearance of the 
hole and by the calls of the nestlings, and they improved in efficiency at finding the nest 
with added experience. Their nest attentiveness quickly waned when there were no 
young in the nest to guide them to the nest or to furnish search-stimulating calls. 
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