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Fine-scale genital morphology affects
male ejaculation success: an experimental
test
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The evolution of male genital traits is usually ascribed to advantages that
arise when there is sperm competition, cryptic female choice or sexual conflict. However, when male–female contact is brief and sperm production is
costly, genital structures that ensure the appropriate timing of sperm release
should also be under intense selection. Few studies have examined the role
of individual structures in triggering ejaculation. We therefore conducted a
series of anatomical manipulations of fine-scale features of the complex
intromittent organ (gonopodium) of a freshwater fish with internal fertilization (Gambusia holbrooki) to determine their effects on sperm release. Mating
in G. holbrooki is fleeting (less than 50 ms), so there should be strong selection
for control over the timing of sperm release. We surgically removed three
features at the tip of the gonopodium (claws, spines, awl-shape) to test for
their potential role in triggering ejaculation. We show that the ‘awl-shape’
of the tip affects sperm release when a male makes contact with a female,
but neither gonopodial claws nor spines had a detectable effect. We suggest
that the claws and spines may instead function to increase the precision of
sperm deposition (facilitating anchorage and contact time with the female’s
gonopore), rather than the initiation of ejaculation.

1. Introduction
Male genitalia show higher divergent and more rapid evolution than other
morphological traits [1]. While natural selection favours genitalia that ensure
effective coupling and sperm delivery, sexual selection is known to be a key
force in genital diversification. Male genitalia and allied appendages that
contact the female reproductive tract often evolve owing to the advantage
they confer under sperm competition, cryptic female choice and sexual conflict
[2]. Many studies have described differences in genital morphology between
species or across populations and attributed them to selection for greater insemination success (e.g. [3]). However, supporting experimental evidence comes
primarily from invertebrates [4–7]. Little is known about the role of fine-scale
genital features of vertebrates in the timing of ejaculation, which is a fundamental component of a successful copulation. Insemination failure can result from:
(i) ineffective sperm deposition and/or retention or (ii) incomplete or incorrect
insertion into the female so that males do not receive the necessary cues for
ejaculation. Cryptic female choice and male–male competition appear to
select for genital evolution in the former case [8], whereas natural selection
for mechanical compatibility seems to be more important in the latter [9].
Understanding how genital traits affect ejaculation helps to distinguish between
these two processes. Unfortunately, existing studies of vertebrates are mainly
correlational because of the technical challenge of manipulating genitalia [10].
© 2020 The Author(s) Published by the Royal Society. All rights reserved.

(d)

2

(b)

(e)

royalsocietypublishing.org/journal/rsbl

(c)

(f)

0.1 mm

(a)
D

serrae

C
claws
A

B

spines

Biol. Lett. 16: 20200251
Figure 1. Surgery on the gonopodium tip: (a) control (no ablation); (b) claws removed (cut A in a); (c) spines removed (cut B); (d) claws and spines removed (cuts
A and B); (e) distal part of shape altered (cut C); ( f ) whole tip removed (cut D). White dashed lines represent ablated locations.
Poeciliid fishes exhibit internal fertilization involving
one of the briefest copulations known (20–50 ms; electronic
supplementary material, Video S1). Males employ a coercive
torque-thrust motion [11], whereby a male twists his body,
swings his gonopodium (a modified anal fin) forward and
expels spermatophores into the female’s genital tract along
a groove formed by the folded gonopodium [12–14]. Females
are usually unreceptive, so there is strong selection on males
to mate coercively [15]. This selects for the ability to control
the timing of ejaculation during the brief 20–50 ms that a
pair’s genitals are in contact. Various fine-scale features
such as claws, spines and serrae near the gonopodial tip
(figure 1a) have presumably evolved in response to selection
to ensure ejaculation at the appropriate time [14,16].
Specifically, it has been claimed that a male’s spines provide
sensory stimuli inducing sperm release upon penetration of
the female’s urogenital aperture [12]; that the claws grasp
the female’s genitalia and prolong the mating duration; and
that the serrae anchor the male to stabilize the twisting direction of the folded gonopodium [12,13]. These structures
should therefore determine the efficiency of sperm release,
but except for a key study demonstrating the importance of
claws in sperm transfer in guppies [17], experiments to test
these hypotheses are lacking.

We conducted anatomical manipulations to test which
gonopodium traits affect sperm release by male Gambusia
holbrooki. Males frequently attempt to mate (sometimes > 1
attempt/min; [18]). Costs of sperm production [19] should
favour males that only ejaculate after successfully inserting
their gonopodium into a female. Owing to the gonopodium
length (erected tip position is behind the eye; [20]) and the
sheer speed of the mating process, it is unlikely that males
use visual cues, but rather rely on mechano-sensory stimuli
from the tip to confirm insertion. Here, we demonstrated
no effect of gonopodium tip ablation on male sexual motivation or sperm production. We then tested whether ablation
led to a decline in sperm reserves (indicative of ejaculation)
when males interacted with females. Finally, we surgically
removed fine-scale gonopodial features to investigate their
individual effects on ejaculation success.

2. Material and methods
Fish were collected from the wild in Canberra, Australia and
maintained in single-sex stock tanks under a 14 L : 10 D cycle at
28 ± 1°C. Mature females were kept in single-sex tanks for
more than four weeks to ensure that they were not gravid at
the start of the experiment.

(c) Ablation effect on male mating behaviours
We tested whether the lack of any decline in sperm count of
ablated males (see §3) reflected a failure to ejaculate upon
contacting a female, rather than a behavioural artefact of reduced
mating motivation. We randomly assigned virgin males (22.49 ±
0.10 mm) to control and entire tip removed groups (n = 70 per
group; two-sample t-test, t138 = −0.556, p = 0.579). Following a
3-day recovery, each male was individually introduced to a 4 l
aquarium with a female behind a mesh screen. After 10 min
acclimation, we raised the barrier and, for 20 min, recorded the
number of copulation attempts (male positioned below female
gonopore and thrusting his gonopodium). Trials were also
videoed (PowerShot G7X Mark II video camera, Canon, Japan)
to obtain the time spent associating with the female and total distance swum using Ethovision XT software (Noldus Information
Technology, The Netherlands).
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The presence of the gonopodial tip was necessary for triggering
ejaculation (see §3). We therefore focused on the role of four
structures (figure 1a): (i) claws; (ii) spines; (iii) the terminal
segment and (iv) the mid-section (including serrae) of the tip’s
awl-like shape. We conducted two sets of experiments involving
fine-scale anatomical manipulations of anaesthetized males
performed under a stereo microscope (Leica M165C). The first
set contained four treatments: control (n = 50; no traits removed;
figure 1a), claws removed (n = 43; figure 1b), awl-shape altered
(only distal part (n = 45; figure 1e), or entire tip removed
(n = 48; figure 1f )). Given the significant effect of removing the
awl-like shape (see Results), we conducted a second set of experiments with three treatments: control (n = 25), spines removed
(n = 23; figure 1c), and claws and spines removed (n = 32;
figure 1d ) to test whether the absence of spines and/or claws
on a gonopodium with an intact awl-shape affected ejaculation.
Size-matched males (first: 21.24 ± 0.13; second: 20.65 ± 0.15 mm)
were haphazardly assigned to treatments (ANOVA, first:
F3,182 = 0.938, p = 0.423; second: F2,77 = 0.908, p = 0.408). Males
were then placed in individual 2 l tanks for 3 days to recover.
We repeated the procedure in §2a to examine changes in
sperm number.
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Figure 2. (a) Log-transformed sperm number of males with/without a gonopodial tip on Day 8 (baseline sperm reserves) and Day 20 (after interacting
with a female). (b,c) Log-transformed sperm number of different tip treatments. Black = intact tip, white = entire tip removed, dark grey = claws
removed, light grey = distal part of tip removed, dark grey stripe = spines
removed, light grey stripe = claws and spines removed. Letters indicate
significant differences using Tukey’s tests. Means ± s.e.

(d) Sperm count
After being anaesthetized, a male was placed on a slide covered in
1% polyvinyl alcohol solution. We swung his gonopodium forward and pressed his abdomen to eject all sperm bundles. We
hydrated the ejaculate with 100 µl of extender medium (207 mM
NaCl, 5.4 mM KCl, 1.3 mM CaCl2, 0.49 mM MgCl2, 0.41 mM
MgSO4, 10 mM Tris (Cl); pH 7.5), collected the solution with a pipette and transferred it to an Eppendorf. We diluted the sperm with
extender medium based on the stripped amount. We vortexed the
solution for 30 s to break up sperm bundles and mixed the sperm
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Males were anaesthetized for 10 s in ice water and photographed
on a glass slide to measure their standard length (snout tip to
base of caudal fin) using ImageJ [21]. We randomly assigned
size-matched males (21.30 ± 0.14 mm) into an ablated (n = 44)
and control (n = 46) group (two-sample t-test, t88 = −0.069,
p = 0.945). While under anaesthetic, ablated group males were
placed under a dissecting microscope, their gonopodium
swung forward and we removed the gonopodial tip with a
blade (Diplomat Blades, Victoria, Australia). Control males
underwent the same manipulation without ablation. An ablated
and a control male were then placed on either side of a 7 l tank
divided by a mesh barrier and given 3 days to recover. When
the experiment started, we stripped males’ sperm reserves (Day
0). On Day 8 (allowing for full sperm replenishment; [19]), we
again stripped males to record their baseline sperm count. Following 8 days, replenishment, we presented each male with a
female (Day 16). We rotated females between tanks daily for 4
days to maintain male mating interest. On Day 20, we measured
each male’s post-mating sperm count.

*
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(a) Confirmation that an intact gonopodium tip is
required for sperm release

Table 1. Ablation effects on mating behaviours.

4

behaviour
mating attempts
association time
total moving distance

estimate

s.e.

0.157
18.900

0.298
28.097

−121.831

92.316

(e) Statistical analyses
We ran a generalized linear model with negative binomial error for
mating attempts and separate general linear models for other
traits, with treatment as a fixed factor and standardized body
size as a covariate. We used sperm count on Day 8 as the dependent
variable to test whether surgery affected sperm replenishment,
and on Day 20 for the ablation effect on sperm release (controlling
for Day 8 sperm count). We included the treatment × body size
interaction in full models to test whether gonopodial structures
more strongly influence ejaculation by smaller, less attractive
males [17,22,23]. We ran Tukey’s post hoc tests to examine pairwise
differences if the models in §2b indicated a significant treatment
effect. Sperm data were log-transformed to meet model assumptions. Summary statistics are presented as mean ± s.e. and
significance as p ≤ 0.05 (two-tailed). No outliers were found
(Cook’s Distance < 1). Our planned analyses were pre-registered
online (https://osf.io/ejt5p).

3. Results and discussion
Controlling for body size (see electronic supplementary
material), there was no surgery effect on sperm replenishment (Day 8 sperm count), either when males had their
entire gonopodium tip removed (§2a: F1,86 = 1.137, p = 0.289)
or when specific features were removed (§2b: set 1: F3,178 =
0.033, p = 0.992; set 2: F2,74 = 0.221, p = 0.802). Ablated and
control males did not differ in their mating behaviour
(table 1). We therefore attributed any differences in Day 20
sperm count to the rate of sperm release.
Entire tip-ablated males had a lower rate of sperm release
than control males (§2a: F1,85 = 17.110, p < 0.001). The sperm
count of ablated males increased from Day 8 to 20 while that
of control males decreased (figure 2a), demonstrating the role
of the gonopodium tip in triggering ejaculation. The treatments
in §2b set 1 then showed significant variation in the effects of
removing different structures on sperm release (F3,177 = 4.810,
p = 0.003, figure 2b). Although we hypothesized that fine-scale
traits might be more important for smaller males [3,17,23],
there was no treatment × body size interaction affecting sperm
release (see electronic supplementary material). This might
reflect the fact that there is no consistent body size effect on
male mating success in G. holbrooki [10,24]: smaller size increases
the rate of success per mating attempt [15], but females prefer
larger males [22], who tend to win male–male fights [25].
Control and claw-removed males had similar Day 20
sperm counts (Tukey’s test, p = 0.967), suggesting that claws
are not required for sperm release. This is consistent with

p

0.279
0.453

0.598
0.502

1.742

0.189

studies in other species showing that removal of putative
holdfast traits lowers insemination success because of
sperm being transferred to an inappropriate location, rather
than the likelihood of ejaculation [16,17,26]. It has been
hypothesized that gonopodial claws in poeciliids enhance
the likelihood of sperm release by prolonging genital contact
[27], but this seems unlikely to be true for G. holbrooki. We did
not detect a difference in the sperm count of males with and
without claws. However, claws might help males deposit
sperm more precisely inside the female. Anecdotal observations of sperm bundles being released into the water are
evidence that sperm release does not always equate to
successful sperm transfer in Gambusia [28,29].
Males with the awl-like shape removed had lower sperm
release than control males (Tukey’s test, p = 0.028), irrespective
of whether this modification included or excluded the less
distal part containing the serrae (Tukey’s test, p = 0.998;
figure 2b). We therefore focused on two key features on the
distal tip: claws and spines. Spines’ removal, irrespective of
the presence or absence of the claws, did not affect the
sperm count (§2b, set 2: F2,73 = 1.472, p = 0.236; figure 2c).
Although innervation of gonopodial spines has been reported
in another poeciliid [12], no innervation has been detected in
G. holbrooki spines [13]. The lack of an effect of claw removal
corroborates the findings of the §2b, set 1 manipulations.
Given no detectable role of spines or claws on sperm
release, we emphasize the functional significance of the gonopodium’s awl-like shape to elicit ejaculation (figure 1). An
indirect line of evidence that tip shape affects sperm release
comes from comparative analyses, which indicate that species
or populations where males adopt more coercive mating tend
to have a narrower, more elongated tip [3,30].
At present, we cannot determine whether fewer, or possibly zero, ejaculations following tip ablation is owing to:
(i) ablated males being unable to insert their gonopodium
into the female when the tip is no longer pointed; (ii) males
sensing the malformity owing to altered hydro-dynamics,
although this seems improbable (table 1), or (iii) removal of
structures on the distal tip, other than the claws or spines,
which trigger ejaculation. Although females control copulation duration in some taxa [31], thereby determining
whether males ejaculate, this seems unlikely to be the case
in G. holbrooki, given their high-speed copulation. We can
also reject the hypothesis that swinging the gonopodium forward transfers spermatophores to the tip in anticipation of
sperm transfer [14]: tip-ablated males still performed this
movement (table 1) but there was no decline in sperm
reserves. This finding emphasizes the role of genital contact
in triggering ejaculation [3,12]. Indeed, our clearest finding
is a post hoc analysis that tip removal has a large effect on
sperm release (control or claws removed versus distal or
entire tip removed: F1,181 = 14.568, p < 0.001).
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with a 10 µl pipette. We then placed 3 µl of the solution into a
20-micron capillary slide (Leja) and used CEROS Sperm Tracker
(Hamilton Thorne Research) under 100× magnification to record
the sperm count for five subsamples per sample (repeatability:
r ± s.e. = 0.876 ± 0.007, p < 0.001, n = 712 male-days). Sperm counts
were therefore performed blind to male treatment.

x21,136
F1,136
F1,136

value
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Ethics. Work was undertaken under ANU Animal Ethics permit
no. 2018/27.
Data accessibility. Data are provided as a separate file in the electronic
supplementary material.
Authors’ contributions. M.-H.J.C., R.J.F. and M.D.J. conceived and designed
the project. M.-H.J.C. collected and analysed the data and wrote the
first draft. All authors contributed to, and approved, the final manuscript. The authors are accountable for the work performed therein.
Competing interests. We declare we have no competing interests.
Funding. This study was supported by Australian Research Council
(grant no. DP190100279).

Acknowledgements. We thank M. Head for providing access to the stereo
microscope and the staff of ANU Technical Services for assistance
with fish husbandry. We also thank two anonymous reviewers for
comments that greatly improved the manuscript.

1.

Eberhard WG. 2010 Evolution of genitalia: theories,
evidence, and new directions. Genetica 138, 5–18.
(doi10.1007/s10709-009-9358-y)
2. Simmons LW. 2014 Sexual selection and genital
evolution. Austral. Entomol. 53, 1–17. (doi10.1111/
aen.12053)
3. Evans JP, Gasparini C, Holwell GI, Ramnarine IW,
Pitcher TE, Pilastro A. 2011 Intraspecific evidence
from guppies for correlated patterns of male and
female genital trait diversification. Proc. R. Soc. B
278, 2611–2620. (doi10.1098/rspb.2010.2453)
4. Takami Y. 2003 Experimental analysis of the effect
of genital morphology on insemination success in
the ground beetle Carabus insulicola (Coleoptera
Carabidae). Ethol. Ecol. Evol. 15, 51–61. (doi10.
1080/08927014.2003.9522690)
5. Holwell GI, Winnick C, Tregenza T, Herberstein ME.
2010 Genital shape correlates with sperm transfer
success in the praying mantis Ciulfina klassi
(Insecta: Mantodea). Behav. Ecol. Sociobiol. 64,
617–625. (doi10.1007/s00265-009-0879-2)
6. Hotzy C, Polak M., Rönn JL, Arnqvist G. 2012
Phenotypic engineering unveils the function of
genital morphology. Curr. Biol. 22, 2258–2261.
(doi10.1016/j.cub.2012.10.009)
7. Dougherty LR, Rahman IA, Burdfield-Steel ER,
Greenway EV, Shuker DM. 2015 Experimental
reduction of intromittent organ length reduces male
reproductive success in a bug. Proc. R. Soc. B 282,
20150724. (doi10.1098/rspb.2015.0724)
8. Tsuchiya K, Hayashi F. 2008 Surgical examination of
male genital function of calopterygid damselflies
(Odonata). Behav. Ecol. Sociobiol. 62, 1417–1425.
(doi10.1007/s00265-008-0571-y)
9. Anderson CM, Langerhans RB. 2015 Origins of
female genital diversity: predation risk and lockand-key explain rapid divergence during an
adaptive radiation. Evolution 69, 2452–2467.
(doi10.1111/evo.12748)
10. Booksmythe I, Head ML, Keogh JS, Jennions MD.
2016 Fitness consequences of artificial selection on
relative male genital size. Nat. Commun. 7, 11597.
(doi10.1038/ncomms11597)
11. Rivera-Rivera NL, Martinez-Rivera N, Torres-Vazquez
I, Serrano-Velez JL, Lauder GV, Rosa-Molinar E. 2010

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

A male poecilliid’s sexually dimorphic body plan,
behavior, and nervous system. Integr. Comp. Biol.
50, 1081–1090. (doi10.1093/icb/icq147)
Rosen DE, Gordon M. 1953 Functional anatomy and
evolution of male genitalia in poeciliid fishes.
Zoologica 38, 1–47.
Peden AE. 1972 The function of gonopodial parts
and behavioral pattern during copulation by
Gambusia (Poeciliidae). Can. J. Zool. 50, 955–968.
(doi:10.1139/z72-128)
Greven H. 2005 Structural and behavioral traits
associated with sperm transfer in Poeciliinae. In
Viviparous fishes (eds MC Uribe, HJ Grier), pp.
145–163. Homestead, FL: New Life Publications.
Pilastro A, Giacomello E, Bisazza A. 1997 Sexual
selection for small size in male mosquitofish
(Gambusia holbrooki). Proc. R. Soc. Lond. B 264,
1125–1129. (doi10.1098/rspb.1997.0155)
Langerhans BR. 2011 Genital evolution. In Ecology
and evolution of poeciliid fishes (eds JP Evans,
A Pilastro, I Schlupp), pp. 228–240. Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press.
Kwan L, Cheng YY, Rodd FH, Rowe L. 2013 Sexual
conflict and the function of genitalic claws in
guppies (Poecilia reticulata). Biol. Lett. 9, 20130267.
(doi10.1098/rsbl.2013.0267)
Wilson RS. 2005 Temperature influences the coercive
mating and swimming performance of male eastern
mosquitofish. Anim. Behav. 70, 1387–1394. (doi10.
1016/j.anbehav.2004.12.024)
O’Dea RE, Jennions MD, Head ML. 2014 Male body
size and condition affects sperm number and
production rates in mosquitofish, Gambusia
holbrooki. J. Evol. Biol. 27, 2739–2744. (doi10.1111/
jeb.12534)
Rosen DE, Tucker A. 1961 Evolution of secondary
sexual characters and sexual behavior patterns in a
family of viviparous fishes (Cyprinodontiformes:
Poeciliidae). Copeia 2, 201–212. (doi10.2307/
1439999)
Abràmoff MD, Magalhães PJ, Ram SJ. 2004 Image
processing with ImageJ. Biophotonics Int. 11,
36–42.
Bisazza A, Vaccari G, Pilastro A. 2001 Female mate
choice in a mating system dominated by male

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

sexual coercion. Behav. Ecol. 12, 59–64. (doi10.
1093/oxfordjournals.beheco.a000379)
Eberhard W, Rodriguez RL, Polihronakis M. 2009
Pitfalls in understanding the functional
significance of genital allometry. J. Evol. Biol.
22, 435–445. (doi10.1111/j.1420-9101.2008.
01654.x)
Head ML, Vega-Trejo R, Jacomb F, Jennions MD.
2015 Predictors of male insemination success in the
mosquitofish (Gambusia holbrooki). Ecol. Evol. 5,
4999–5006. (doi10.1002/ece3.1775)
Bisazza A, Marin G. 1995 Sexual selection and
sexual size dimorphism in the eastern mosquitofish
Gambusia holbrooki (Pisces Poeciliidae). Ethol. Ecol.
Evol. 7, 169–183. (doi10.1080/08927014.1995.
9522963)
House CM, Simmons LW. 2003 Genital morphology
and fertilization success in the dung beetle
Onthophagus taurus: an example of sexually
selected male genitalia. Proc. R. Soc. Lond. B 270,
447–455. (doi10.1098/rspb.2002.2266)
Rosen DE, Bailey RM. 1963 The poeciliid fishes
(Cyprinodontiformes): their structure, zoogeography,
and systematics. Bull. Amer. Mus. Nat. Hist. 126,
1–176.
Liley NR. 1966 Ethological isolating mechanisms in
four sympatric species of Poeciliid fishes. Behav.
Suppl. 13, 1–197.
Evans JP, Pierotti M, Pilastro A. 2003 Male mating
behavior and ejaculate expenditure under sperm
competition risk in the eastern mosquitofish.
Behav. Ecol. 14, 268–273. (doi10.1093/beheco/
14.2.268)
Heinen-Kay JL, Langerhans RB. 2013 Predationassociated divergence of male genital morphology
in a livebearing fish. J. Evol. Biol. 26, 2135–2146.
(doi10.1111/jeb.12229)
Herberstein ME et al. 2011 Sperm storage and
copulation duration in a sexually cannibalistic
spider. J. Ethol. 29, 9–15. (doi10.1007/s10164-0100213-5)
Pilastro A, Bisazza A. 1999 Insemination efficiency
of two alternative male mating tactics in the guppy
Poecilia reticulata. Proc. R. Soc. Lond. B 266,
1887–1891. (doi10.1098/rspb.1999.0862)

Biol. Lett. 16: 20200251

References

5

royalsocietypublishing.org/journal/rsbl

Aside from a study in guppies [17], ours is the only one to
experimentally test for the functional role of gonopodial traits
in ejaculation in poecilids. Our results highlight that the distal
shape of the gonopodium tip can be selected to minimize
wastage of ejaculate resources, likely to be crucial for males
exhibiting coercive mating (with its associated low copulation
success rate; [32]). Importantly, we also show that holdfast
devices (claws, spines and possibly serrae) have no, or an insignificant, effect on triggering ejaculation. Given that such
structures show strong variation among poeciliid species
[12], they may instead evolve because they affect the success,
or precision, of sperm transfer to females [17], e.g. through
prolonging contact with the gonopore.

