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Maternal hormones in the yolk of birds’ eggs have been a focus of attention in behavioural and evolutionary 

ecology since the pioneering work of Hubert Schwabl. To date, the field has been dominated by the idea that 

mothers use the deposition of yolk hormones to adaptively adjust offspring development, a view that assigns 

control over hormone deposition, and its effects on the offspring, to the mother. This neglects the possibility 

that the evolutionary interests of the mother and offspring differ. When there is such parent-offspring conflict, 

the offspring are selected to respond to the hormones in a way that is adaptive for themselves, rather than for 

the mother. Are offspring able to “decide” how to respond to the hormonal signal, by e.g. metabolizing maternal 

hormones to inactive products, taking hormones selectively up from the yolk or adjusting their receptors? To 

what extent females can vary the transfer of hormones to the egg independently from their own exposure to 

these hormones? I study how and where maternal hormones are transferred from the maternal circulation into 

the egg and from the egg to the developing embryo and how they are metabolized during these processes and 

will discuss in how far the regulation of maternal hormone deposition into the egg and of the offspring’s response 

to these hormones will determine to what extent mother and offspring can control and benefit from these 

maternal effects.  
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