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Abstract: The effects of sibling egg cannibalism on sex-dependent development and adult body weight were determined
by rearing simultaneously two groups of sibling larvae of ladybirds, viz. Propylea dissecta and Coccinella transversalis
individually. The first group included cannibals (i.e. neonates, which took a sibling egg as the first meal and later fed on

aphids, Aphis craccivora) and the other included non-cannibals (reared exclusively on aphids). The cannibal larvae
developed faster with heavier adults than non-cannibals. This expedited development and nutritional advantage
(increased body weight) was greater in first instars indicating maximum benefit of sibling cannibalism to them. Sibling

cannibalism was relatively more advantageous to male than to female ladybirds. Laboratory data predict that the larger
size of adults in the field could possibly be the result of sibling egg cannibalism at the neonate level.
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1 Introduction

Sibling cannibalism is of common occurrence in
predaceous ladybirds (Col., Coccinellidae). It could
be considered as a direct maternal investment in the
offspring and a survival tactic at low prey density
(Osawa 1992). It is largely held that food scarcity
promotes sibling cannibalism, as eggs become food for
the developing sibling instars. This is seemingly under
maternal control, as it often results in asymmetrical
hatching with few instars hatching earlier than the
others (Alexander 1974; Polis 1981; Mock and Forbes
1995). As a result of this, mothers sacrifice some
offspring to others when they gain more offspring from
the increased survival of the cannibals than they lose as
victims (Crespi 1992). Thus, when offspring starvation
risk is high, it is beneficial to eat a sibling. The other
maternal investment in a prey-scarce situation is to
produce trophic offspring that serve as a meal (Perry
and Roitberg 2005). The trophic offspring or trophic
eggs are non-developing ovariole-produced structures
that are formed to feed the offspring (Crespi 1992).

The benefits of sibling cannibalism on the life history
traits of a multicoloured ladybird, Harmonia axyridis
(Pallas) was recently reported (Osawa 2002). In a food-
scarce situation, the ladybirds could benefit only if the
immature stages develop faster, become adults and
search for foraging sites elsewhere (Dixon 2000). The
optimal foraging theory suggests that sibling cannibal-
ism is one of the important components operational in
a declining prey colony (Kindlmann and Dixon 1993).

It is advantageous to ladybirds if the developmental
period shortens allowing the emerging adults to escape
the food-scarce situation. Their body weight is also
crucial as it is directly associated with the quantity and
quality of the progeny and could explain the fate of
offspring in the new habitat. Heavier females are
largely favoured by natural selection as they could
provide better progeny (Osawa and Nishida 1992;
Andersson 1994; Ueno et al. 1998).

Propylea dissecta (Mulsant) and Coccinella transver-
salis Fabricius are aphidophagous having a wide prey
range (Omkar and Pervez 2004). In the laboratory,
they preferred aphids, Aphis craccivora and Aphis
gossypii (Glover) (Koch) compared with other aphid
species, resulting in faster development and greater
oviposition (Omkar and James 2004; Pervez and
Omkar 2004; Omkar and Mishra 2005). Their neonates
preferentially consume conspecific eggs rather than
heterospecific ones (Omkar et al. 2004). The two
ladybirds exhibit similar patterns of cannibalism
(Pervez et al. 2006); however, their spatial distribution
varies, as P. dissecta is negatively geotactic (Omkar
and Mishra 2005) and C. transversalis is positively
geotactic (Singh 2005).

We hypothesized that sibling cannibalism would be
advantageous to immature stages and their fitness
would increase because of shortening of the develop-
mental period, resulting in adults of increased body
weight. We tested this hypothesis using P. dissecta and
C. transversalis with an aim to address the question
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that if sibling cannibalism is advantageous, is it sex-
dependent? If so, which sex is more favoured?

2 Materials and Methods

2.1 Stock maintenance

Adults of P. dissecta and C. transversalis were collected from
Dolichos lablab fields, where they were feeding on aphid,
Aphis craccivora Koch, and brought to the laboratory. They
were reared on A. craccivora-infested leaves of D. lablab in
Petri dishes in the laboratory [27 ± 1�C; 65 ± 5% relative
humidity (RH) and 10 : 14 Light : Dark photoperiod)]. The
adults were paired in Petri dishes (9.0 · 2.0 cm) and allowed
to mate. The size in length of adult females was significantly
greater than that of males [P. dissecta mal-
e ¼ 4.50 ± 0.33 mm, P. dissecta female ¼ 5.55 ± 0.55 mm
(t-test: t ¼ 6.03; P < 0.0001; n ¼ 10) and C. transversalis
male ¼ 6.45 ± 0.50 mm , C. transversalis female ¼ 7.85 ±
0.47 mm (t-test: t ¼ 6.33; P < 0.0001; n ¼ 10)]. The eggs
laid were collected and the instars hatched were reared until
adult emergence feeding them with aphids ad libitum. The
females from the F1 generation were used as mothers to
obtain sibling eggs.

2.2 Experimental design

The adult females of P. dissecta and C. transversalis were
paired and allowed to mate and were paired in 9-cm-diameter
Petri dishes containing ad libitum A. craccivora-infested
twigs. The females were allowed to oviposit and the number
of eggs in each batch was counted. The egg batches were split
into three groups. One group of eggs was refrigerated at 5�C
to delay hatching. These were used as victim eggs. The other
two groups were incubated at 27 ± 1�C. After hatching,
these two groups were marked as cannibal and non-cannibal
neonates. A cannibal neonate was first fed on a sibling victim
egg and thereafter on A. craccivora ad libitum. The non-
cannibal neonate was directly fed on A. craccivora ad libitum.
Data on moulting and pupation were taken to record larval
and pupal durations. After 12 h of emergence, the adults
were sexed and their body weights were measured to 0.1 mg
precision using an electronic balance (Shimadzu AY-120,
Shimadzu Corporation, Kyoto, Japan). There were 60 eggs
for each treatment. The experiment was conducted under
abiotic conditions similar to stock.
The data on the duration of development and each larval

instar and body weight were subjected to three-way anova

using �species�, �sex� and �cannibalism� as independent varia-
bles. This was done to determine the effects of species, sex
and cannibalism on the above life history traits (SAS 2002).
To address the question, �which sex is favoured�, the

following calculations were made:

Relative advantage ¼Wc �Wnc

Wnc

where Wc is the weight of the cannibal male and Wnc the
weight of the non-cannibal male. The same calculation was
made for female ladybirds of both species. The data on
relative advantages were subjected to arcsine square root
transformation and then to t-test (SAS 2002).

3 Results

The effect of sibling cannibalism on the developmental
time of immature P. dissecta and C. transversalis in

relation to the sex of the individuals is presented in
fig. 1. �Species� has a significant main effect on the
duration of second (F ¼ 7.75; P < 0.05), third
(F ¼ 9.63; P < 0.05) and fourth instars (F ¼ 18.86;
P < 0.001), and pupa (F ¼ 11.59; P < 0.001), which
suggests that the developmental duration of these life
stages was significantly shorter in P. dissecta than
those of C. transversalis. The interactions between
�cannibalism� · �sex�, �species� · �cannibalism�, �spe-
cies� · �sex� and �species� · �sex� · �cannibalism� were
not significant.

There was a significant main effect of �cannibalism�
on duration of first (F ¼ 27.06; P < 0.001), third
(F ¼ 6.12; P < 0.05) and fourth instars (F ¼ 22.44;
P < 0.001), pre-pupa (F ¼ 5.65; P < 0.05) and pupa
(F ¼ 88.51; P < 0.001), which suggests that cannibals
of these immature stages developed faster than those of
non-cannibals. Three-way anova revealed a significant
main effect of �sex� on the duration of first (F ¼ 8.99;
P < 0.05), second (F ¼ 3.56; P < 0.05) and third
instars (F ¼ 4.88; P < 0.05), pre-pupa (F ¼ 66.42;
P < 0.001) and pupa (F ¼ 6.44; P < 0.05), which
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Fig. 1. Effect of sibling egg cannibalism on the larval
and pupal durations of P. dissecta and C. transversalis
(white bar indicates males, black bold bar indicates
females; and error bars show SD values)
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suggests that except fourth instar P. dissecta cannibals,
all immature stages that developed into adult males
took lesser time than those of females.

The body weight of emerging adult male and female
cannibals was greater than those of non-cannibals in
both the ladybird species (fig. 2). The females of two
ladybird species at both combinations (cannibal/non-
cannibal) were heavier than the males. The cannibal
males and females were heavier than non-cannibal
ones. The results reveal that neonates that fed on eggs
develop faster resulting in heavier adults than those fed
on aphid prey as their first meal. There was a
significant main effect of �species� (F ¼ 80.86;
P < 0.001), �cannibalism� (F ¼ 121; P < 0.001) and
�sex� (F ¼ 1567; P < 0.001) on body weight. The
interactions between �cannibalism� · �sex� (F ¼ 27.86;
P < 0.001), �species� · �cannibalism� (F ¼ 22.68;
P < 0.001), �species� · �sex� (F ¼ 754; P < 0.001)
and �species� · �cannibalism� · �sex� (F ¼ 7.52;
P < 0.05) were statistically significant.

In P. dissecta, the relative advantage in weights of
male and female was 0.46 ± 0.18 and 0.22 ± 0.11,
respectively, which suggests that males were signifi-
cantly (t ¼ 17.29; P < 0.0001; d.f. ¼ 1, 27) more
benefited than females. Similarly, in C. transversalis
the relative advantage in weights of male and female
was 0.48 ± 0.05 and 0.22 ± 0.04, respectively, sug-
gesting significantly (t ¼ 55.50; P < 0.0001; d.f. ¼ 1,
22) more benefits to male ladybirds.

4 Discussion

Sibling cannibalism by the neonates of P. dissecta and
C. transversalis resulted in significantly faster develop-
ment and increased body weight of adults. The shor-
tening of developmental periods was largely due to
reduction of first instar duration, which indicates that
first instars were nutritionally benefited after feeding
conspecific eggs as their first meal. The neonates of
ladybirds, Coleomegilla maculata lengi (Timberlake)
(Gagne et al. 2002), Coelophora saucia (Mulsant),
C. transversalis and P. dissecta (Omkar et al. 2006)
fed on conspecific eggs developed faster with lesser prey
biomass requirement than those fed on aphids.

Sibling egg cannibalism seems to be beneficial for the
first instars in field conditions because they are less
efficient in capturing prey (Brown 1972; Kawai 1978).
The probability of survival of the neonates of H.
axyridis increased five times when they ate a sibling egg
in aphid-scarce conditions compared with individuals
at high aphid density (Osawa 1992). Furthermore, the
first instars of the ladybirds preferred to eat sibling
eggs than aphids and moulted to the next instar after
consuming only three eggs (Kawai 1978). This suggests
that sibling eggs provide additional and better nutri-
ents during larval development akin to trophic eggs in
ladybirds (Perry and Roitberg 2005) and social insects
(Holldobler and Wilson 1990; Crespi 1992). However,
the conspecific eggs were not equally nutritive to later
instars, as it resulted in a decrease in their relative
weight gain and instar durations than those provided
exclusively with aphid diets. Egg consumption by later
instars of P. dissecta and C. transversalis resulted in
delayed development and low-weight adults (Pervez
et al. 2006).

Regardless of species, first instar cannibals that
developed into males had shorter developmental per-
iod than females. However, it was higher in C. trans-
versalis than P. dissecta. These results indicate that
effects of sibling cannibalism on life history traits are
sex-differentiated and are greater in males. Sex-
dependent effect of sibling cannibalism on body weight
of adult male and female was significant in both
species, however weaker in P. dissecta. The males were
more advantageous in terms of body weight gain as the
percent increase in the weight in response to sibling
cannibalism at the neonate level was more pro-
nounced.

The emerged females following sibling cannibalism
were also benefited in terms of increased body size than
non-cannibal females, although this increase was not
as high as that of cannibal males. Females are usually
considered to be more cannibalistic than males in
many animal species (Polis 1981). It was also suggested
that greater incidence of sibling cannibalism in females
of many species is related to their high energy
requirements, particularly for egg maturation and
oviposition. In addition, the increased body size of
females is positively associated with the number of
offspring in many insect species (Thornhill and Alcock
1983; Birkhead et al. 1998). This is supported by the
fecundity advantage hypothesis (Fairbairn 1990). The
present study reveals significant effect of sibling can-
nibalism on the body size in terms of body weights of
female ladybirds. The heavy females are likely to be
favoured by natural selection.

Regardless of neonates being cannibals or not, the
males were smaller and developed faster than the
females in all the treatments. Mostly, there were
significant effects of �sex� and �cannibalism� in different
larval duration treatments revealing that both these
variables affected larval durations. The effect of
�species� was also significant in most cases which might
be due to the disparity in size of the two species, as
C. transversalis is much heavier than P. dissecta. Thus,
it could be concluded that first instars cannibalizing
sibling eggs developed faster than the non-cannibals
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Fig. 2. Effect of sibling egg cannibalism on body weight
(in mg) of P. dissecta and C. transversalis (white bar
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and also resulted in heavier adults. Both adult males
and females are benefited from sibling cannibalism,
however these benefits are relatively greater in males.
Sibling cannibalism appears to be adaptive, as it may
result in faster development for resource tracking and
larger adults for increased fecundity in females.

Acknowledgements

AP is thankful to the Department of Science and Technology
for financial assistance in the form of SERC – Fast Track
Young Scientist Programme.

References

Alexander RD, 1974. The evolution of social behaviour.
Annu. Rev. Ecol. Syst. 5, 325–383.

Andersson M, 1994. Sexual selection. Princeton University
Press, Princeton, NJ.

Birkhead TR, Lee KE, Young P, 1998. Sexual cannibalism in
the preying mantis Hierodula membranacea. Behaviour
106, 112–118.

Brown HD, 1972. On the biology of Lioadalia flavomaculata
(DeG.) Coleoptera: Coccinellidae, a predator of the
wheat aphid [Schizaphis graminum (Rond.)] in South
Africa. Bull. Entamol. Res. 61, 673–679.

Crespi BJ, 1992. Cannibalism and trophic eggs in subsocial
and eusocial insects. In: Cannibalism: ecology and
evolution among diverse taxa. Ed. by Elgar MA, Crespi
BJ, Oxford University Press, New York, 176–213.

Dixon AFG, 2000. Insect predator–prey dynamics, ladybird
beetles and biological control. Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge, UK. p. 257.

Fairbairn DJ, 1990. Factors influencing sexual dimorphism
in temperate water striders. Am. Nat. 136, 61–86.

Gagne I, Coderre D, Mauffette Y, 2002. Egg cannibalism by
Coleomegilla maculata lengi neonates: preference even
in the presence of essential prey. Ecol. Entomol. 27,

285–291.
Holldobler B, Wilson EO, 1990. The ants. The Belknap

Press of Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA,
p. 732.

Kawai A, 1978. Sibling cannibalism in the first instar larvae
of Harmonia axyridis Pallas (Coleoptera, Coccinellidae).
Kontyu 46, 14–19.

Kindlmann P, Dixon AFG, 1993. Optimal foraging in
ladybird beetles (Coleoptera: Coccinellidae) and its con-
sequences for their use in biological control. Eur. J.
Entomol. 90, 443–450.

Mock DW, Forbes LS, 1995. The evolution of parental
optimism. Trends Ecol. Evol. 10, 130–134.

Omkar, James BE, 2004. Influence of prey species on
immature survival, development, predation and repro-

duction of Coccinella transversalis Fabricius (Col., Coc-
cinellidae). J. Appl. Ent. 128, 150–157.

Omkar, Mishra G, 2005. Preference-performance of a
generalist predatory ladybird: a laboratory study. Biol.
Control 32, 187–195.

Omkar, Pervez A, 2004. Predaceous coccinellids in India:
predator–prey catalogue. Oriental Insects 38, 27–61.

Omkar, Pervez A, Gupta AK, 2004. Role of surface
chemicals in egg cannibalism and intraguild predation
by neonates of two co-occurring aphidophagous lady-
birds, Propylea dissecta and Coccinella transversalis.
J. Appl. Ent. 128, 691–695.

Omkar, Pervez A, Gupta AK, 2006. Why do neonates of
aphidophagous ladybirds preferentially consume conspe-
cific eggs in presence of aphids. Biocontr. Sci. Technol.
16, 233–243.

Osawa N, 1992. Sibling cannibalism in the ladybird beetle
Harmonia axyridis: fitness consequences for mother and
offspring. Res. Popul. Ecol. 34, 45–55.

Osawa N, 2002. Sex-dependent effects of sibling cannibalism
on life history traits of the ladybird beetle, Harmonia
axyridis (Coleoptera: Coccinellidae). Biol. J. Linn. Soc.
Lond. 76, 349–360.

Osawa N, Nishida T, 1992. Seasonal variation in the elytral
colour polymorphism in Harmonia axyridis (the ladybird
beetle): the role of nonrandom mating. Heredity 69,

297–307.
Perry JC, Roitberg BD, 2005. Ladybird mothers mitigate

offspring starvation risk by laying trophic eggs. Behav.
Ecol. Sociobiol. 58, 578–586.

Pervez A, Omkar, 2004. Prey dependent life attributes of an
aphidophagous ladybird, Propylea dissecta (Mulsant).
Biocontr. Sci. Technol. 14, 385–396.

Pervez A, Gupta AK, Omkar, 2006. Larval cannibalism in
aphidophagous ladybirds: influencing factors, benefits
and costs. Biol. Control 38, 307–313.

Polis GA, 1981. The evolution and dynamics of intraspecific
predation. Annu. Rev. Ecol. Syst. 20, 297–330.

SAS, 2002. SAS statistical software, Version 9.00. SAS
Institute Inc., Cary, NC.

Singh SK, 2005. Reproductive biology of two aphidopha-
gous ladybird beetles, Cheilomenes sexmaculata and
Coccinella transversalis, PhD Thesis, University of Luck-
now, Lucknow, India, p. 145.

Thornhill R, Alcock J, 1983. The evolution of insect mating
systems. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA.

Ueno H, Sato Y, Tsuchida K, 1998. Colour-associated
mating success in a polymorphic ladybird beetle, Harmo-
nia axyridis. Funct. Ecol. 12, 757–761.

Author’s address: Omkar (corresponding author), Ladybird
Research Laboratory, Department of Zoology, University of
Lucknow, Lucknow – 226 007, Uttar Pradesh, India. E-mail:
omkaar55@hotmail.com

84 Omkar, A. Pervez and A. K. Gupta

� 2007 The Authors
Journal compilation � 2007 Blackwell Verlag, Berlin, J. Appl. Entomol. 131(2), 81–84 (2007)


