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Like Birds, Some Bats Warble to 
Woo Their Mates 
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That birds sing—to attract mates, 

communicate with young, or defend 

territory—is a given. But among 

mammals, breaking into song is  

relatively rare butt, according to a 

study published last week in 

Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology, 

male lesser short-tailed bats produce 

intricate songs that disclose their 

size, enabling females to assess 

potential mates through song.  

The lesser short-tailed bat is a teeny 

thing—only about 3 inches from 

head to claw—and is considered 

vulnerable in its native home in New 

Zealand, where deforesting is on the 

rise. These bats comprise one of only 

two known species of bats to engage 

wherein males put on in “lek 

mating,” elaborate displays for 

visiting females who assess their 

breeding potential, and one of only a 

handful of bats that sing. (Others 

include heart-nosed bats and black 

flying foxes.) 

At night, males will nestle into small 

cracks in trees called singing roosts, 

where they engage in marathon arias 

that can last up to eight hours. Like 

sirens, they call out into the dark in 

the hopes of enticing a female to the 

roost. 

Singing roosts can be solitary, 

occupied by only one male. Or they 

can be what the researchers 

designate as “timeshares,” which are 

sequentially inhabited by up to five 

males. Males also personalize their 

roosts: they collect their urine with 

their hind feet and rub it under their 

chins, which they use to mark the 

roost entrance like a pungent 

welcome mat. This behavior may 

help them return to the same spot 

night after night, which in turn 

makes it easier for females to track 

their vocal performance over the 

breeding season. 

But while it was known that males 

vocalize throughout their springtime 

mating season, no one had looked 

closely at the role they played in 

attracting females, says Toth. He 

decided to go behind the scenes of 

these bats’ operettas, recording over 

25,000 vocalizations from 16 male 

lesser short-tailed bats over two 

months of their breeding season and 

analyzing their complexity and 

composition. 

The bats’ songs turned out to be 

remarkably intricate, showcasing 

dozens of distinct syllables (which 

are roughly similar to the ones in 

human speech). Four syllable types 

were especially common: trills, 

which rapidly fluctuate in frequency; 

trill-down sweeps, or trills 

immediately followed by a sharp, 

sustained drop in frequency; 

upsweep-trill-down sweeps, which 

are comprised of a rapid increase in 

frequency, a trill, then a drop in 

frequency; and upsweep-trills, where 

the frequency rises into a trill. 

The bat vocalizations were 

sophisticated enough, Toth found, 

that they could even be attributed to 

individual singers. That made sense, 

because females would need to 

distinguish between individual 

males in the nightly vocal parade. 

The presentation of song is a very 

high-stakes display for males: 

because they don’t offer females 

protection, present gifts, or parent 

offspring, males must advertise their 

fitness solely through sexual 

displays—in this case, outsinging 

your neighbour. You can listen to 

their song at 
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