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We obtained BCR bird banding data collected between 
2007-2016. Birds were caught using the mist net technique. 
They were measured, weighed, banded, and immediately 
released. Data were entered into MS Excel and USGS Bandit ©.   

Beaver Creek Reserve (BCR) is 
located in Fall Creek, WI (Figure 
1). It is adjacent to the Eau 
Claire River and consists of 400 
acres of diverse habitats. BCR 
has over 20 years of bird 
banding experience1. 
 
The American Goldfinch 
(Spinus tristis) is the most 
frequently captured and banded 
songbird at BCR. A common 
assumption in the bird banding 
community is that male birds 
are recaptured more frequently 
than females. But why? Our 
research investigated the 
question of rates of capture and 
recapture between males and 
females. We also examined the 
amount of time between the first 
and second capture to identify if 
one sex was recaptured quicker 
than the other.   

Female American Goldfinch  
The Audubon Society  

Male American Goldfinch  
Bruce Steger ©   

Distribution of the American Goldfinch during the summer. Map provided 
from USGS.  

 

American Goldfinches (Spinus tristis) are commonly found in 
temperate North America. They are both sexually and seasonally 
dimorphic. During the winter months a few individuals migrate south, 
but otherwise are considered winter residents in WI. They breed much 
later than other birds (late June to early July), and use the beginning 
of the summer to build their nests2. The American Goldfinch is a very 
active and entertaining bird to watch, and are often seen at bird 
feeders throughout the winter3. 

Caught Again? Do recapture rates of banded American 
Goldfinches differ between the sexes?  

We sorted data by male and female to determine differences 
in capture and  recapture rates. We used unpaired t-tests to 
compare differences between recapture rates and days 
between captures.  
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Figure 1. Location of Beaver Creek 
Reserve  

Figure 2. On the left are the bands organized by the sizes for different birds. The photo on the 
right is a female American Goldfinch in the banders hold after receiving a band at BCR.  

Figure 3. The mean number of recaptures of  
individuals between the female and male 

(p=0.002). 

Figure 4. The mean number of days between a 
bird’s initial capture and second capture 

(p=0.402). 

Total Birds Total Recaptured Proportion 
Recaptured 

Females 820 132 0.16 

Males 1514 228 0.15 

Table 1. Total number of birds caught by sex between 2007 and 2016, total number of birds 
recaptured at least once with no pseudoreplication, and proportion of recaptured birds.  

●  Nearly twice as many male goldfinches were caught 
compared to females. However, after accounting for any 
pseudoreplication among individual birds, the proportion 
of recaptured birds between males and females were 
nearly equal, with females having a slightly higher 
proportion (Table 1). 

 
●  On average, females were recaptured significantly more 

times than males, though very slightly (Figure 3).  
 
●  Males tended to have more days between initial and 

second capture (Figure 4), but due to high variation 
among birds, results were not significant.  

Initially, we hypothesized that male American Goldfinches 
would be recaptured more frequently. We were surprised to 
find that both male and female birds were recaptured at 
similar rates, with females being recaptured at a slightly 
higher proportion. The idea that male birds are recaptured 
more often seems to stem from the fact that more males are 
caught in general.  
 
Our results demonstrated that females are caught slightly 
more often than males. We also examined the differences in 
the length of time between recaptures with both males and 
females. The results showed that there is not a significant 
difference in the amount of time between first and second 
captures.  
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