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What’s in the news?

As of this issue, Ethology sports a new attire. Those

who prefer to hold a printed copy in hand instead of

being contented with a computer screen presenta-

tion will recognize an increase in size, in all dimen-

sions. This became necessary because of the growing

popularity of the journal. Probably the major reason

for this increase in attractiveness is Ethology‘s rapid

submission to publication times (on average less

than 2 months between submission and decision,

and 2.9 months between final acceptance and print

publication; source: electronic editorial office data-

base, year 2004). With the steady increase in manu-

script submissions (17% annual increase in recent

years), speed as a major quality of Ethology would be

at risk if the acceptance rates were to remain at

appropriate levels (nearly 40% in recent years).

Therefore, the publisher and editors decided to

increase the number of pages published. We took

this opportunity to change the layout and appear-

ance, hopefully to the reader’s liking.

Also new is that manuscripts will now be pub-

lished online as soon as proof reading has been com-

pleted, that is within a few days of receipt of

corrected proofs from authors. This too will acceler-

ate dissemination of scientific progress to our read-

ers. OnlineEarly articles are fully peer reviewed,

edited and complete – only lacking page numbers

and volume/issue details – and are considered fully

published from the date they first appear online.

This date is shown with the article in the online

table of contents (see http://www.blackwell-

synergy.com/loi/eth). The articles are available as

full text HTML or PDF and can be cited as references

by using their Digital Object Identifier (DOI) num-

ber. OnlineEarly is automatically available to those

with a subscription to Synergy, the online journals

service from Blackwell Publishing. Once allocated to

an issue, the article is removed from the OnlineEarly

area and appears instead in the relevant online issue

prior to going to print.

Recent developments

Six years have passed since the last major changes

took place with Ethology. This is an opportunity to

contemplate the journal’s development: what have

we achieved, where are we heading? Our strategy

set forth in 2000 has been simple from the start: an

active team of editors going all out for high speed of

handling, proficiency and transparency. At a time

when many journals conceal from their authors

their procedures, the logic of their decisions and

even the identity of their editors, our policy strives

for the opposite: in our view the scientific process

should be as open and intelligible as possible, from

generating ideas and data collection right through to

the discussion and publication of results. Anony-

mous editors is not our style. Personally, I believe

that even peer reviews should not be anonymous; if

critique is based on arguments, its instigator does

not need to hide from the appraised. If it is not

based on arguments, it should not be uttered. How-

ever, as this view is not indisputable, we leave it to

our reviewers, of course, whether they wish to

reveal their identity. In any case, publication statis-

tics prove us right in general, and are corroborated

by an increase in the journal’s impact factor by

about 45% over four years (mean 1998–2000 ¼ 1.1;

mean 2002–2004 ¼ 1.6; source: ISI data base).

A feature introduced in 2000 has been our ‘‘Cur-

rent Issues – Perspectives and Reviews’’ section.

Leading ethologists contribute novel insights and

personal syntheses about hot topics and particularly

active fields of research. This has become a very

popular section of the journal, as derived from its

heavy use and citation (mean impact factor of these
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articles 8.24 over 2001–2005). We shall intensify our

emphasis on this section in the future. Another fea-

ture introduced in January 2000 was online access

to the journal, which has clearly contributed to the

journal’s success: yearly increase of online access

>>30%, e.g. 44,755 downloads of online articles in

2004 (latest year for which a complete data set is

available). About 10% of articles published in Ethol-

ogy are downloaded >200 times already within the

same year as publication. An example may illustrate

this high throughput: the online version of a recent

paper on behavioural causes and consequences of

sexual size dimorphism (Blanckenhorn 2005, pub-

lished in November 2005) was accessed 283 times

already within two weeks of publication. Prime

recognition of the journal by behavioural scientists

corresponds to Ethology’s good distribution: it is cur-

rently subscribed by 2844 consortia, institutions and

databases worldwide, with tendency still rising.

One feature suggested in my Editorial in January

2000 has not been used as strongly as anticipated:

the possibility to write ‘Commentaries’, for instance

on controversial issues. I regret this because we view

scientific discussion as a crucial (and rather under-

represented) component of scientific progress. There-

fore, I renew herewith my encouragement to submit

such papers to Ethology and assure priority treat-

ment, i.e. very speedy handling.

What is the development of ethology as a field?

To answer this question, we should first clarify: what

in fact is ethology? What may seem like a strange

question is in fact timely to ask due to the dynamics

of behavioural science. Ethology deals with the

study of behaviour at four different levels, evolution,

function, development and causation. These four

main questions in behavioural research were identi-

fied by Niko Tinbergen (1963) in his seminal paper

‘‘On aims and methods of ethology’’ (published in

this very journal, then called ‘‘Zeitschrift für Tierpsy-

chology’’). Tinbergen thought that a comprehensive,

coherent science of ethology has to give equal atten-

tion to each level and to their integration. What has

come of this pious hope? Is there a balance in

research between Tinbergen’s famous four questions,

or is ethology a ‘‘four-legged animal hopping around

on one big leg, with the other three dangling some-

what ineffectively’’, as caricatured by Marian Daw-

kins in 1989? Her allusion to the dominance of

behavioural ecology among the subdisciplines of

ethology was certainly justified during its hype per-

iod in the late eighties. In the meanwhile, however,

ethology has somewhat regained its balance, as a

brief look through our latest volume (Ethology 111)

demonstrates: questions of evolution (e.g. Andersson

2005, Blanckenhorn 2005, Fieder et al. 2005,

Handley & Nelson 2005, Leoncini & Rivault 2005),

development (e.g. Amorim & Hawkins 2005, Brän-

näs et al. 2005, Creer 2005, Hager & Johnstone

2005, King et al. 2005) and causation (e.g. Freake &

Phillips 2005, Holland et al. 2005, Jandt & Jeanne

2005, Neff & Sherman 2005, Poisbleau et al. 2005,

Sumana et al. 2005) have come on stage again, even

if the study of ‘‘function’’ may still be the favourite

target of the field (e.g. Aisenberg & Costa 2005,

Kopisch et al. 2005, Woodcock et al. 2005, Loyau

et al. 2005, O’Brien et al. 2005, Prokop & Vaclav

2005). This is an important step forward.

Ethology is less characterized by a common theory

than by an approach (Bateson & Klopfer 1989),

namely to address Tinbergen’s four questions in such

a way that they mutually inform one another. A

critical survey may reveal that this aim has been ful-

filled only rarely. Yet there is growing awareness

among researchers of animal behaviour that this is

indeed an aim worth pursuing. In some model sys-

tems considerable distance has been covered towards

this end. For example, a target species popular since

the early days of ethology is the honeybee. Whilst in

the times of Karl von Frisch it was mainly communi-

cation and orientation that topped the research

agenda (v. Frisch 1923, 1940, 1962, 1965), more

recently much interest has been expressed in the

origin of bee sociality (Michener 1974), which

spawned excellent data on behavioural function

(Schmickl & Crailsheim 2002, Tarpy et al. 2004,

Pastor & Seeley 2005), causation (Robinson 2002,

Land & Seeley 2004, Schneider et al. 2004), develop-

ment (Sullivan et al. 2000, Rueppell et al. 2004, Ele-

konich & Roberts 2005) and evolution (Gadau et al.

2000, Tarpy & Page 2002, Linksvayer & Wade 2005).

Among behavioural studies of vertebrates, successful

examples of a comprehensive approach include vocal

communication in birds (Catchpole & Slater 1995,

Slater 2003, Marler & Slabbekoorn 2004), especially

the learned songs of passerine birds, which have

been adopted as model system by the behavioural,

cognitive and neurosciences alike (Brainard & Doupe

2002). Glancing through recent volumes of Ethology

shows that studies of the neurobiological and mole-

cular bases of song learning and adult singing are

complemented by studies on behavioural develop-

ment (Soha & Marler 2001, King et al. 2005), geo-

graphic variation in song as one of the conseqences

of vocal learning (Runciman et al. 2005), the func-
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tions of song as territorial signal and in mate choice

and mate stimulation (Beebee 2004, Martin-Vivaldi

et al. 2004, Mota & Depraz 2004, Hile et al. 2005,

Hyman 2005), and by comparative studies concerned

with the evolution of vocal learning, song type rep-

ertoires and dialects (Handley & Nelson 2005, Nelson

et al. 2004). Both the mechanistic and functionally

oriented approaches keep on generating hypotheses

addressed by the respective other field, which dem-

onstrates the strength of an integrated approach.

Studies of songbird behaviour generate new insights

in themes as general and diverse as interactions

between the genome and learning (Haesler et al.

2004), the separation of gonadal from genetic effects

on sexual brain differences (Agate et al. 2003), the

functional significance of variety in song learning

strategies (Beecher & Brenowitz 2005), the function

and development of female song and duetting (Lang-

more 1998, Riebel 2003, Hall 2004), and the impor-

tance of gene-culture co-evolution in bird song

learning (Lynch et al. 1989, Lachlan & Servedio

2004).

Despite the enormous popularity and success of

behavioural research, there is a certain scepticism

among contributors to this field about ethology as a

(timely) discipline. These reservations, however,

concern the term, not the science. Many ‘‘etholo-

gists’’ of the seventies have now turned into ‘‘evolu-

tionary biologists’’, following an extended period as

‘‘behavioural ecologists’’ in the eighties and nineties.

Research fields with a history appear old fashioned

after a change in paradigm, which may suggest that

a change of name is appropriate, like in the fashion

industry. But it is the change of paradigm that we

should consider when musing about scientific pro-

gress. For example, was the advent of ‘‘behavioural

ecology’’ in the seventies a significant step forward?

Clearly it was. The consequent application of evolu-

tionary theory to the study of behaviour greatly

improved its scientific value (Krebs & Davies 1978).

Rigorous hypothesis testing succeeded the all too fre-

quent habit of collecting descriptive data, which

were often interpreted by more or less arbitrary

post-hoc explanations. But clearly, casting one’s eyes

on the study of evolutionary mechanisms alone did

not go far enough. Trying to understand the adap-

tive value of a trait without understanding the

underlying mechanisms is like trying to construct a

turning wheel without understanding the function

of ball-bearings; it won’t work well. In behavioural

ecology, all too often coincidence with a prediction

has been misinterpreted as its proof. Even if such

practice still happens, the general thrust of beha-

vioural research has fortunately turned towards a

more comprehensive approach. Ethology has

regained its balance to a considerable extent since

behavioural ecology, the study of adaptive function

and arguably ethology’s most successful branch in

the recent past, is more and more complemented by

profound research on mechanisms.

If this is true, why do behavioural scientists often

still hesitate to speak of ‘‘ethology’’ when referring

to their research? ‘‘Behavioural biology’’ is a term

that emerged a few years ago to cover behavioural

research going beyond the study of just one of

Tinbergen’s ‘‘four legs’’. When ethologists in Europe

recently decided to combine their local meetings on

a European level, they named the resulting confer-

ence series ‘‘European Conferences on ‘Behavioural

Biology’’’ (ECBB), not on ‘Ethology’. The reason is

probably that ethology is often mixed up with the

Lorenzian approach, which in fact had little concern

for how evolution works (see Burkhardt 2005).

‘‘Classical ethology’’ is indeed a field that largely

has lost its practical significance, which in no way

hampers its historical importance. No matter, this

is all semantics. Ethology, behavioural biology -

what’s in a word? The important - and indeed

highly appreciated - development is the recalling of

the integrative nature of behavioural research,

ethology’s true forte.

Ethology – the journal

What is the role of Ethology as a journal in this

development? The ‘‘Zeitschrift für Tierpsychologie‘’,

this journal’s original title, was founded in 1937 as

the first international journal for the scientific study

of animal behaviour. It has published original work

from all branches of behavioural research and on all

major animal taxa ever since. A brief look through

the latest volumes demonstrates the breadth of top-

ics and approaches, including basic research on the

function, causation, development and evolution of

behaviour (majority of papers; see examples given

above), animal breeding and husbandry (Illmann

et al. 2005), conservation (Blumstein et al. 2004),

methodology (Baker & Logue 2003), cognition

(Heinrich & Bugnyar 2005), comparative analyses

(Iwaniuk & Arnold 2004) and theoretical models

(Jeschke & Tollrian 2005). A wide range of animal

taxa is represented: Volume 111 contains beha-

vioural studies of molluscs (in total 1.4% of empir-

ical papers; Soto et al. 2005), crustacea (2.7% of

total; e.g. Gherardi & Atema 2005), spiders (10.8%;

e.g. Futami & Akimoto 2005), insects (16.2%;
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e.g. Saeki et al. 2005), fish (10.8%; e.g. Wilson &

Stevens 2005), anurans (9.5%; e.g. Smith & Hunter

2005), reptiles (4%; e.g. Martin & Lopez 2005), birds

(24.3%; e.g. Quader 2005) and mammals (20.3%;

e.g. Jennings et al. 2005; this includes also non-

human primates (10.8% of total; e.g. Wittig &

Boesch 2005) and humans (1.4% of total; Fieder

et al. 2005)). Field and lab research is reported in a

representative mix and authoritative reviews com-

plement the journal’s contents (e.g. Johnstone 2000,

Penn 2002, Blanckenhorn 2005). For the future, we

should attempt to keep this balance. It is the breadth

of topics and approaches, the integration of studies

on ultimate and proximate mechanisms, that is and

should remain Ethology’s objective. Our authors,

reviewers and our editorial team will strive to con-

tribute towards this end.
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