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On 4 January 1993 I was birding on the grounds of the Presbyterian Home
in Summerville, Dorchester Co., South Carolina when I observed two Brown-
headed Nuthatches (Sitta pusilla) engaging in mutual preening (allopreening). I
noticed the first bird when it emerged from a nestbox attached to the top of a
1.5 m fence and flew to a small nearby pine tree. While I was watching this
bird, a second nuthatch flew in from the same direction and moved into shoul-
der-to-shoulder contact with the first bird. The second bird then began preening
the feathers on the nape and top of the head of the first bird. This interaction
continued for about two minutes, during which time the recipient bird remained
motionless in a slightly hunched forward position with its eyes half closed. My
observations of this interaction ended when the first bird flew to the top of a
distant pine and was immediately followed by the second bird. This incident
occurred at 0930 h on a calm, sunny day with a temperature of about 18°C and
was observed with 8x40 binoculars at a distance of about 15 m.

Apparently this is only the third report of allopreening in the Brown-headed
Nuthatch. Norris (1958) reported this behavior for two adult birds in Georgia in
late summer of 1951 and regarded this to be evidence of retention of the pair
bond after the breeding season. Barbour and DeGrange (1982) reported allo-
preening for Brown-headed Nuthatches on 8 November 1975 in Florida and
noted that this behavior had never been reported for the sexually dimorphic
White-breasted and Red-breasted Nuthatches (S. carolinensis and S.
canadensis), implying that allopreening as a mechanism for establishing and
maintaining a long-term pair bond may be restricted to the monomorphic
Brown-headed Nuthatch.

Although it is plausible to hypothesize that the allopreening noted in these
three reports has a pair-bonding function, there is no firm evidence in any of
these cases that the birds observed were indeed a mated pair or even of oppo-
site sexes. The closely related Pygmy Nuthatch (S. pygmaea) exhibits complex
social behavior such as flock foraging, communal roosting, and cooperative
breeding (Knorr 1957, Sydeman, et al. 1988) and if the Brown-headed Nuthatch
shares these traits, allopreening may function as a more generalized social
bonding mechanism.
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