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How mate choice evolves in the different species have been extensively debated since 

the fuse of sexual selection ideas was lit by Darwin, back in the 1870’s. Several mechanisms 

have been argued to drive the evolution of mate choice, although there is not a clear 

consensus in the scientific community about the matter. Since three decades ago, there has 

been an increasing number of studies focused on one of the mechanisms, sensory 

exploitation. According to this hypothesis a pre-existing bias in the individuals of the sex 

which chose mates can be what initiates the preference for a trait (the expression of genes in 

an observable way). Therefore, the sensory exploitation theory could be used to explain not 

only how a trait evolves, but also why. 

 It was recently suggested that the orange spots in males of guppy species (Poecilia 

reticulata) have evolved trough sensory exploitation, through a mechanism where the orange 

spots mimic orange fruit that both male and female guppies feed when encountered. Also, 

plastic adaptations for novel food in the species are expected to be rapid. Combining these 

ideas, the aim of this project was to test whether rapid changes in food types can create 

changes in preference for food types and whether such changes can result in matching 

changes in preference also for ornaments.  

For this purpose, males with larger amount of black spots or orange carotenoid spots 

in their bodies were selected. In addition, I changed the diet of several guppy females with 

either coloured black or orange food. Then, I tested for mate choice preferences in these 

females before and after the change of diet took place. Results obtained in the study do not 

reflect any change in patterns of mate choice preference by females. Therefore, this study 

fails to provide experimental support to the presence of sensory exploitation in guppies. 

However, this study supposes a novel approach to the study of plastic adaptations and its 

relation with sensory exploitation hypothesis. Moreover, suggestions offered for further 

improvements in similar experimental settings can be important for prospect studies of 

evolution of mate choice through sensory exploitation. 
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