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Geographic variation in caste ratio of trematode colonies
with a division of labour reflect local adaptation
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Abstract Similarly to the division of labour in social insects,
castes of morphologically distinct individuals exist within
colonies of some species of parasitic trematodes. These colo-
nies occur in the first intermediate host of the trematode’s
complex life cycle and are composed of clonal individuals.
Individuals of the reproductive caste have significantly larger
bodies while non-reproductive individuals are small and ap-
pear to be specialised for defence against co-infecting trema-
tode colonies. In parallel with colony organisation of social
insects, demographic traits such as the proportion of the small,
non-reproducing individuals relative to the large, reproducing
individuals and colony size are expected to vary and adjust to
local conditions. In the case of colonies from geographically
and potentially genetically distinct populations, this variation
is hypothesised to become fixed by evolutionary divergence,
as reported in social insect studies. In this study, the adaptive
demography theory was further tested by looking at caste ratio
and colony organisation of Philophthalmus sp. (a parasitic
trematode with a recently discovered division of labour) col-
onies from geographically distinct populations. Results indi-
cate that the caste ratio from geographically distinct
Philophthalmus sp. colonies differs; the proportion of small,
defensive individuals is higher in colonies from the location
where the risk of competition is highest. This is suggestive of
local adaptation, as caste ratios do not change over time under
standardised laboratory conditions. This is the first evidence to
support the adaptive demography theory in a species with a
division of labour other than social insects.
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labour . Trematodes . Adaptive demography . Caste ratio
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Introduction

Division of labour is a trait which has evolved in several taxa
where related individuals live in groups or colonies. It is
defined as the specialisation of individuals to perform some
tasks and inability to perform others (Duarte et al. 2011). In
cases of reproductive divisions of labour, not all individuals in
the colony reproduce. Generally, there exist two or more
castes or morphotypes, one caste which can reproduce and
one or more which cannot and are specialised to perform other
tasks necessary to colony survival and fitness (Simpson
2012). Reproductive division of labour is seen widely across
animal taxa (Simpson 2012); most notably not only in social
insects (Oster and Wilson 1978) but also in naked mole rats
(Jarvis 1981), snapping shrimp (Duffy 1996), sea anemones
(Francis 1976) and most recently in parasitic trematodes
(Hechinger et al. 2011; Leung and Poulin 2011; Miura 2012).

In cases of colonial species with reproductive divisions of
labour, selection acts primarily at the level of the colony, not
the individual (Wilson 1985). Colonies develop, function and
are subjected to evolutionary pressures as a ‘superorganism’
(Holldobler and Wilson 2009). Therefore, colony traits such
as ratios between caste members, colony size and age-
frequency distribution are selected for or against based on
suitability to the environment, and they are adaptive only to
the extent that they optimise colony performance (Wilson
1985; Hasegawa 1997). When specifically applied to caste
ratios of colony members, for example, this idea is formulated
as the optimal caste ratio theory, which predicts that with
highly specialised castes, variation in ratios will be linked to
overall colony success. Therefore, ratios should be adaptive
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and optimised according to various conditions (Oster and
Wilson 1978). Considering that expressed phenotypes are a
compromise between phenotypic plasticity and genetic deter-
minism, this leads to two predictions: (1) the caste ratio
phenotype of single colonies should be plastic (within a given
range) and should respond to changing local environments,
and (2) colonies from different populations or areas separated
by disrupted gene flow may exhibit different caste ratio phe-
notypes due to evolutionary divergence. Evidence for the first
pattern comes from observations of changes in caste ratios of
colonies of various social insect species in response to inter or
intraspecific competition (Passera et al. 1996; Harvey et al.
2000), food availability (McGlynn and Owen 2002), season-
ality (Passera 1977) or risk of predation (Shingleton and
Foster 2000). Evidence for the second pattern is seen in
geographically isolated ant and paper wasp colonies of the
same species exhibiting different caste ratios (Bershers and
Traniello 1994; Yang et al. 2004; Fucini et al. 2009). In the
case of the study of ants (Pheidolemorrisi) of Yang et al.
(2004), the differences in caste ratios between geographically
distinct colonies persisted after the colonies were maintained
under identical laboratory conditions, suggesting that the caste
ratio phenotype was determined by evolutionary diverged
genotype rather than plastic phenotypic responses to environ-
mental conditions. This finding suggests local adaptation of
caste ratios, whereas if the trait was not locally adapted, the
differences in caste ratio would not have persisted after the
colonies were maintained under identical conditions. In con-
trast, caste ratio differences are not always seen when expect-
ed by the theory of optimal caste ratios (Calabi and Traniello
1989), and similar negative results may not often be pub-
lished, possibly creating inflated support for the theory.

While divisions of labour have been studied for decades in
social insect systems, the trait has only recently been observed
in some species of parasitic trematode (Hechinger et al. 2011;
Leung and Poulin 2011; Miura 2012). Typically, trematode
juveniles (rediae or sporocysts, depending on the species) live
within the first intermediate host (commonly a gastropod)
where they asexually reproduce, forming a clonal colony
(Galaktionov and Dobrovolskij 2003). Free-swimming stages
(cercariae) develop within the rediae or sporocysts and leave
the host to encyst in or on the second intermediate host (for
example, a crustacean or mollusk) and await ingestion by the
definitive vertebrate host (Galaktionov and Dobrovolskij
2003). In colonies of trematode species with a division of
labour, there exist two distinct castes among the individual
rediae: a large reproducing caste and a small, non-reproducing
caste. Morphological and behavioural differences between the
two morphs indicate that the small, non-reproducing caste
members appear specialised for defence against hetero or
conspecific colonies trying to establish within the same host,
similar to the organisation of many social insect colonies
(Hechinger et al. 2011; Miura 2012).

One species of trematode which uses a division of labour is
Philophthalmus sp. (Leung and Poulin 2011). The first inter-
mediate host of this species is the common New Zealand
mudsnail, Zeacumantus subcarinatus (Martorelli et al.
2008). This snail is the first intermediate host to five other
described trematode species, the most common being
Maritrema novaezealandensis (Martorelli et al. 2004).
Multiple trematode colonies (either hetero or conspecific)
can infect the snail at the same time, and in such cases,
competition for resources of space and food is expected
(Sousa 1992; Poulin 2007). The outcome of this competition,
in the case of double-species infections by Philophthalmus sp.
and M. novaezealandensis, is decreased as cercarial produc-
tion by colonies of both species, resulting in lower colony
fitness (Lloyd and Poulin 2012; Lloyd and Poulin 2013). The
small, non-reproducing rediae are hypothesised to be
specialised for defence against co-infecting colonies
(Hechinger et al. 2011). This, taken with the optimal caste
ratio theory, leads to the prediction that the ratio of small to
large rediae in Philophthalmus sp. colonies should be adap-
tive, with increasing numbers of small, non-reproducing redi-
ae in relation to large, reproducing rediae when the host is co-
infected (or at risk of being co-infected) by another trematode
colony. Therefore, it is predicted that the average caste ratios
of geographically distinctPhilophthalmus sp. populations will
vary in parallel with variation in the prevalence of other
potentially co-infecting trematode species.

Very little is known about the evolutionary or environmen-
tal control of the caste ratio phenotype in trematode colonies
with a division of labour. The small-to-large caste ratio has
been studied previously in Philophthalmus sp. colonies from
one population (Lower Portobello Bay, Otago Harbour). In
that single population, Philophthalmus sp. can infect between
3–8 % of snails while M. novaezealandensis can be found in
up to 80 % of snails. Here, the small-to-large caste ratio in
Philophthalmus sp. colonies varies widely (0.24–3.27 small
rediae/large rediae) (Leung and Poulin 2011; Kamiya and
Poulin 2013; Lloyd and Poulin 2013) and can increase in
r e s p o n s e t o i n t e r s p e c i f i c c o m p e t i t i o n b y
M. novaezealandensis when colonies are kept for 10 weeks
in laboratory conditions (Lloyd and Poulin 2013). However,
field-collected Philophthalmus sp. that infected snails with or
withoutM. novaezealandensis does not exhibit any difference
in small-to-large caste ratios as would be expected according
to the theory of optimal caste ratios (Leung and Poulin 2011;
Kamiya and Poulin 2013). The extent to which caste ratio
responds to environmental conditions in nature is unknown, as
is the potential for this trait to be subjected to different local
selective pressures leading to evolutionary divergence.

The aim of this study was to examine whether colony
demography of Philophthalmus sp. colonies differs between
geographically distinct locations around the South Island of
New Zealand. This was done by, first, quantifying colony
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demographic traits (small-to-large caste ratio and colony size)
from the colonies in three locations. Locations that vary in
total trematode prevalence and Philophthalmus sp. prevalence
were ideal because the division of labour is predicted to play a
role in competitive interactions (and thus a variation in caste
ratio would be most likely observed from these sites).
Secondly, the colonies from different locations were kept
long-term under identical laboratory conditions to determine
if any difference found in these demographic traits was due to
evolutionary divergence (local adaptation) or phenotypic plas-
ticity. Evidence suggestive of evolutionary divergence would
be obtained if, first, a difference in demographic traits is
observed among colonies from geographically distinct loca-
tions and, second, if this difference persists after colonies are
kept long-term in identical conditions. In contrast, evidence
suggestive of phenotypic plasticity would be obtained if, first,
a difference in demographic traits is seen among colonies
from geographically distinct locations and, second, this dif-
ference is plastic and does not persist long-term after colonies
are kept in identical conditions.

We predicted that caste ratios would be different at different
sites and that they would reflect the local risk of competition
(i.e. where infection prevalence is high, the ratio of small-to-
large rediae should also be high). The risk of interspecific
competition was measured as the local infection prevalence of
all trematode species, and the risk of intraspecific competition
was measured as the prevalence ofPhilophthalmus sp. If these
differences in caste ratios were results of locally adapted
colonies, they would persist in colonies collected from differ-
ent locations kept in identical conditions.

Methods

Field study sites and snail collection

Approximately 2,000–3000 snails were collected (between
approximately 9–18 mm in shell length) haphazardly by hand
from each of 5 sites in an attempt to find at least 20 snails
infected with Philophthalmus sp. per site. Snails were collect-
ed between September and November 2012. The five sites
were on the South Island of New Zealand where infected
Z. subcarinatus have been found previously. They were the
following: Otago Harbour, Lower Portobello Bay (45° 52′ S,
170° 42′ E); Bluff, Greenpoint Domain (46° 34′ S, 168° 18′
E); Christchurch, McCormacks Bay Reserve (43° 33′ S, 172°
43′ E); Marlborough Sounds, Ngakuta Bay (41° 16′ S, 173°
57′ E) and Waitati, Blueskin Bay (45° 44′ S, 170° 35′ E) (see
Supplementary Material for a map of these sites).
Unfortunately, none of the collected snails from the two latter
sites were infected by Philophthalmus sp., and therefore, these
sites were not included in the study. Snails were kept in plastic
containers (17×17 cm) in aerated seawater and fed with sea

lettuce (Ulva lactuca) for 2 days before screening and
dissection.

Snail screening and caste ratio measurement

Between 345–858 snails from each site were screened to
quickly identify those infected with Philophthalmus sp.
Generally, snails infected with Philophthalmus sp. are slightly
larger than uninfected snails (the smallest uninfected snails are
<1 mm and the smallest snail infected with Philophthalmus
sp. found was 11.9 mm). Therefore, snails selected for screen-
ing were chosen from all collected snails based on size (snails
under approximately 11 mm were not screened). Infection
screening was achieved by forcing cercarial release by incu-
bating snails individually overnight at 26 °C in wells of a 12-
well culture plate filled with natural seawater. From the pool
of screened snails, approximately 300 snails per site were
dissected to ensure that infections were identified correctly
(not all infections will shed cercariae when incubated, and
estimated infection prevalence based on shed cercariae alone
can underestimate true infection prevalence). Trematode in-
fection prevalence for each site was estimated based on the
infections of these 300 dissected snails. Since the snails that
were selected for screening and dissection were chosen from
the total pool based on size, infection prevalence for each site
is an estimate. However, since the prevalence was estimated in
the same way for each site, it is suitable to make comparisons
between sites.

The prevalence of Philophthalmus sp. infections in snails
from Bluff and Christchurch was low: 2.71 and 2.67 %,
respectively. Only 8 (out of ~300) snails infected with
Philophthalmus sp. were found from each site. Therefore,
additional snails infected with Philophthalmus sp. found
among the remaining screened snails were used to determine
caste ratio from these sites (see below). However, infection
rates (of all trematode species) were estimated from the ~300
dissected snails only.

Maximum shell lengths of snails infected with
Philophthalmus sp. were measured to the nearest 0.1 mm
before each snail was dissected. The snail visceral mass was
dissected out of the snail shell and teased apart to release
Philophthalmus sp. rediae. The rediae were dyed with neutral
red and pressed between two glass slides. The rediae were
classified as either small or large based on the obvious size
difference, the proportion of pharynx size to body size and the
absence of germ balls or developing cercariae in small rediae.
The pharynges of the rediae and developing cercariae stain
dark red by Neutral Red dye, making the differentiation be-
tween the two castes even more clear-cut than based on size
alone. Philophthalmus sp. small and large rediae from each
infection were counted separately (38 colonies from Lower
Portobello Bay, 12 from Bluff and 10 from Christchurch). The
caste ratio in each infected snail was calculated as the number
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of small rediae divided by the number of large ones. The few
snails infected with Philophthalmus sp. with co-infections by
M. novaezealandensis were also included in this part of the
study because previous reports indicate that co-infection by
M. novaezealandensis have no effect on the measured colony
demographic traits (Keeney et al. 2008a; Leung and Poulin
2011).

Laboratory experiment

Additional 2,000-3,000 snails were collected from Bluff and
Lower Portobello Bay in January–February 2013, screened
for infection by incubation and measured as above. A subset
of snails infected with Philophthalmus sp. (nine from Lower
Portobello Bay and five from Bluff) were dissected immedi-
ately, and their small-to-large caste ratio and total number of
rediae were determined, to provide baseline data on these
demographic traits at the onset of the experiment. The remain-
ing infected snails (11 from Lower Portobello Bay and 9 from
Bluff) were kept in laboratory conditions for 12 weeks. A
previous experiment indicates that this period of time is suf-
ficient for a turnover of rediae and alteration of caste ratio
under the conditions of the present experiment (Lloyd and
Poulin 2013). Snails from each locality were placed into
plastic cups (one snail per cup; cups were 4.5-cm diameter×
5-cm height) filled with 65ml of filtered seawater and fed with
pieces of sea lettuce (5 cm2) replenished every week. In the
trematode Philophthalmus sp., cercariae produced by repro-
ductive rediae leave the snail to quickly encyst on hard sub-
strates after only a brief free-swimming period. Therefore, to
quantify individual colony fitness, encysted cercariae
(metacercariae) were quantified from each colony throughout
the experiment as they are the free-swimming stage which
continues the life cycle to the definitive host. To do this, a
standard glass microscope slide was placed in each cup. Once
weekly, encystedmetacercariae on the glass slides were count-
ed under a dissecting microscope. This method has been used
in the past to measure relative, if not absolute, cercarial output
of snails infected with Philophthalmus sp. kept in laboratory
conditions (Lei and Poulin 2011). Since the plastic cups were
small, encysted metacercariae on the bottom of the cups were
also easily counted. The slides were replaced, water was
changed and plastic cups were cleaned weekly. At the end of
the 12-week experiment, snails were measured and dissected,
and the small-to-large caste ratio and total number of rediae
were determined.

Statistical analysis

All statistical analyses were completed in R version 2.14.0 (R
Development Core Team 2011). Infection prevalence between
sites was compared using a test of equal or given proportions
in the stats package (Wilson 1927; Newcombe 1998a, b).

Comparisons of infection prevalence were performed on three
measures from the field study: the prevalence of
Philophthalmus sp. infections (number of snails infected with
Philophthalmus sp. found among the ~300 dissected snails,
divided by that number), proportion of snails infected with
Philophthalmus sp. co-infected by M. novaezelandensis
(number of double infections divided by the total number of
infected snails withPhilophthalmus sp.) and overall trematode
prevalence (number of snails infected by any trematode found
among the ~300 dissected snails, divided by that number).

Demographic traits of field-collected Philophthalmus sp.
colonies from three sites were compared using separate linear
models (LMs). Predictor variables in the model comparing
small-to-large caste ratio included the site, total number of
rediae per snail and infection type (single or double-species
infection, the latter being snails also harbouring M.
novaezealandensis). Snail length and total number of rediae
are correlated (r=0.4818) and were thus not both used as
predictor variables for any models. Colony size, here mea-
sured as the total number of rediae, has been reported to affect
division of labour in social insects (Wilson 1983; Dornhaus
et al. 2012) and was therefore included in this model. Infection
type and total number of rediae were not significant factors,
and removing them increased the fit of the model (according
to Akaike Information Criterion, AIC, values); in this and in
subsequent models, only the reduced version is presented in
the ‘Results’ section. For these analyses, small-to-large caste
ratios were log(x) transformed to fit assumptions of normality.

The predictor variables included in the LM comparing the
total number of rediae included site, snail length, infection
type and the small-to-large caste ratio. Here too, the infection
type and caste ratio were not significant factors, and removing
them increased the fit of the model (according to AIC values).
For this model, the total number of rediae was log(x) trans-
formed to fit assumptions of normality. Post-hoc tests were
performed to detect differences in either caste ratio or total
number of rediae between site pairs (i.e. Lower Portobello
Bay vs Bluff, Lower Portobello vs Christchurch and Bluff vs
Christchurch) using the multcomp package (Hothorn et al.
2008).

Similarly, the demographic traits of Philophthalmus sp.
colonies included in the long-term laboratory experiment were
compared using two LMs. The model comparing the small-to-
large caste ratio included site of origin, timing (whether the
demographic traits of a colony were determined immediately
upon collection or after the 12-week period), the interaction
between site and timing, snail length and the total number of
rediae. In this data set, the snail length and the total number of
rediae were not correlated (r=−0.06), and both were therefore
initially included in the model. Removing non-significant
variables increased the fit of the model; these included the
interaction between site and timing and the total number of
rediae. The model comparing the total number of rediae in
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these colonies included the site, the timing, the interaction
between site and timing, the snail length and the small-to-large
caste ratio. Again, removing non-significant factors (small-to-
large caste ratio and the interaction between site and timing)
increased the fit of the model. All linear models were per-
formed with the stats package in R (Wilkinson and Rogers
1973; Chambers 1992).

Lastly, differences in numbers of Philophthalmus sp.
encysted metacercariae produced during the experiment by
individual colonies in snails from Bluff or Lower Portobello
Bay were tested using a linear mixed model (LMM) per-
formed in R version 2.14.0 (R Development Core Team
2011) using the package LME4 (Bates et al. 2011). Fixed
effects included the site of origin, the small-to-large caste
ratio, the snail length, the total number of rediae, and the
interaction between caste ratio and site. To account for tem-
poral pseudoreplication, snail identity was included as a ran-
dom effect. Non-significant factors (the small-to-large caste
ratio, total number of rediae and the interaction between caste
ratio and site) were removed to improve the fit of the model.
Numbers of encysted metacercariae were log(x+1) trans-
formed to meet assumptions of normality.

Results

Trematode infection prevalence per site

Snails infected with Philophthalmus sp. were only found at
three of the five sites visited: Lower Portobello Bay, Bluff and
Christchurch. Due to low infection prevalence at Bluff and
Christchurch sites, sample sizes were smaller than desired
(Table 1). The prevalence of Philophthalmus sp. was signifi-
cantly higher at Lower Portobello Bay than both Bluff and
Christchurch, indicating a higher chance of conspecific double
infections at this site (Table 2). The proportion of snails
infected with Philophthalmus sp. co-infected with
M. novaezealandensis was zero at Bluff, 15.2 % at Lower

Portobello Bay and 40.0 % at Christchurch (though the dif-
ference between Lower Portobello Bay and Christchurch was
statistically non-significant) (Table 2). The proportion of in-
fected snails (infected by any trematode) was significantly
higher at Lower Portobello Bay and Christchurch compared
to Bluff; however, total trematode prevalence at Lower
Portobello Bay and Christchurch were not significantly dis-
tinct (Table 2).

Colony demographic traits

Field-collected snails

The small-to-large caste ratios in field-collected
Philophthalmus sp. colonies ranged from 0.45 to 2.44 across
all 60 snails dissected. According to the linear model, site was
a significant factor explaining the difference between the caste
ratio of colonies collected from three sites (Table 3). Post-hoc
tests, which compared the sites in individual pairs, indicated
that the small-to-large caste ratio was significantly higher in
colonies from Lower Portobello Bay than colonies fromBluff,
but there was no difference between colonies from
Christchurch and Bluff or colonies from Christchurch and
Lower Portobello Bay (Fig. 1). The total number of rediae

Table 1 Snails infected with Philophthalmus sp. found at each site
during the initial field collection

Site Snails
dissected

Infected
snails from
dissections

Further
screened
snails

Infected
snails from
screening

Total colonies
in analysis

LPB 345 46 0 NA 38

Bluff 295 8 563 4 12

ChCh 300 8 554 2 10

The number of total colonies in analysis indicates the number of
Philophthalmus sp. colonies used to quantify demographic traits in the
field study

LPB Lower Portobello Bay, ChCh Christchurch, NA not applicable

Table 2 Prevalence of Philophthalmus sp. at each site and co-occurrence
with Maritrema novaezealandensis during the initial field collection

Site Philophthalmus
sp. prevalence (%)

Per cent of snails with
Maritrema infected with
Philophthalmus sp. (%)

Total trematode
prevalence (%)

LPB 13.3 a 15.2 c 53.9 e

Bluff 2.7 b 0 d 4.8 f

ChCh 2.7 b 40.0 c 59.3 e

Letters refer to statistical differences (P<0.05) as determined by a test of
equal proportions

Table 3 Results of two separate linear models comparing the small-to-
large caste ratios and the total number of rediae of Philophthalmus sp.
colonies from three different sites

Response Factor Estimate Standard
error

t value P value

Caste ratio Intercepta 0.790 0.034 23.159 <0.0001

Site Bluff −0.215 0.070 −3.082 0.002

Site Christchurch −0.036 0.075 −0.485 0.747

Total number
of rediae

Intercepta 3.336 0.609 5.482 <0.0001

Site Bluff −0.600 0.203 −2.950 0.005

Site Christchurch −0.010 0.208 −0.048 0.962

Snail length 0.148 0.040 3.728 0.0005

a The effect of Lower Portobello Bay is included in the intercept
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ranged from 12 to 613 per infected snail, and, again, site was a
significant factor in the linear model comparing the total
number of rediae in colonies from three sites (Table 3). Post-
hoc tests showed that the total number of rediae was signifi-
cantly higher among colonies from Lower Portobello Bay
than colonies from Bluff, but there was no difference between
colonies from Christchurch and Bluff or colonies from
Christchurch and Lower Portobello Bay (Fig. 1).

Snails in long-term laboratory experiment

Fourteen snails infected with Philophthalmus sp. were found
when re-visiting Bluff, and 20 were found when re-visiting
Lower Portobello Bay. Of the snails found from Bluff, a
subset of five were dissected immediately to quantify initial
colony demographic traits; of the snails found from Lower
Portobello, a subset of nine were initially dissected. As seen
previously, colony demographic traits were different in

colonies from Bluff and Lower Portobello. Both the small-
to-large caste ratio and the total number of rediae from colo-
nies from Bluff were lower than in colonies from Lower
Portobello Bay (Figs. 2 and 3, Table 4). Furthermore, these
differences between colonies from different sites remained
consistent with those colonies which were kept long-term
under identical laboratory conditions (Figs. 2 and 3,
Table 4). Timing, i.e. whether colony measurements were
taken at the time of collection or at the end of the 12-week
laboratory maintenance, was not a significant factor in either
of the linear models comparing colony demographic traits,
indicating that they did not change over time even when living
conditions were standardised (Table 4). Furthermore, an inter-
action term between timing and site of origin was initially
included in the models but later removed because it increased
the fit of the models, indicating that the difference in demo-
graphic traits between Bluff and Lower Portobello remained
the same at the two time points.

Fitness of geographically separated colonies

In order to determine whether the differences in demographic
traits between sites were adaptive or simply neutral, in regards
to colony function, we quantified the cercarial output (one
component of fitness) of colonies kept in laboratory condi-
tions by counting metacercarial cysts over 12 weeks. The
number of encysted metacercariae produced by individual
colonies from Lower Portobello Bay exceeded those from
the Bluff (Fig. 4, Table 5). Factors originally included in this
model but removed to increase model fit were caste ratio, total
number of rediae, and the interaction between caste ratio and
site. Not surprisingly, host snail size also had a significant
positive effect on cercarial production.

Fig. 1 Average (±S.E.) caste ratio of small to large rediae (top) and total
number of rediae (bottom) in Philophthalmus sp. colonies from three
sites. LPB Lower Portobello Bay, ChCh Christchurch. Sample size is
indicated at the bottom of each bar. P values from post-hoc comparisons
between each possible pair

Fig. 2 Box plot showing the median small-to-large caste ratio of
Philophthalmus sp. colonies collected from Bluff or Lower Portobello
Bay before (Field-collected colonies) or after being kept 12 weeks in
laboratory conditions
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Discussion

Although previously documented for social insects, this is the
first study of geographical variation in caste ratios for a social
trematode species with a division of labour. Our results dem-
onstrate that there is a significant variation in caste ratios of
Philophthalmus sp. colonies among three distant localities,
and this may be the product of local adaptation through
genetic divergence, as the caste ratios do not change over time
under standardised laboratory conditions.

In our field study, colony demographic traits (both small-
to-large caste ratio and colony size) differed among
Philophthalmus sp. populations from three geographically
separated sites. As predicted, colonies with higher small-to-
large caste ratios originated from the site with the highest
infection prevalence: the average small-to-large caste ratios
in colonies collected from Lower Portobello Bay were

significantly higher than the caste ratios in colonies collected
from Bluff. Both the total prevalence of all trematode species
and the prevalence of Philophthalmus sp. were significantly
higher at Lower Portobello Bay than Bluff (Table 2). Of the
three sites, Lower Portobello Bay was the only site with high
total prevalence paired with high Philophthalmus sp. preva-
lence. The non-significant difference between the caste ratio
in colonies collected from Bluff (where trematode prevalence
was low, see Table 2) and Christchurch (where total trematode
prevalence was high but Philophthalmus sp. prevalence was
low, see Table 2) might provide more information about the
factors contributing to the control of caste ratio. Perhaps, the
combined risk of high inter and intraspecific competitions,
which was only present at Lower Portobello Bay, is a factor in
the high caste ratio in colonies collected from that site. This
would not be surprising because multi-clone Philophthalmus
sp. colonies have been identified in Z. subcarinatus collected
from Lower Portobello Bay, and intraspecific competition
appears to be strong in these hosts (Lloyd and Poulin 2014).
However, the non-significant difference in caste ratios be-
tween colonies from Bluff and Christchurch may be a result

Fig. 3 Box plot showing the median total number of rediae from
Philophthalmus sp. colonies collected from Bluff or Lower Portobello
Bay before (Field-collected colonies) or after being kept 12 weeks in
laboratory conditions

Table 4 Results of two separate linear models comparing the small-to-
large caste ratio and the total number of rediae in Philophthalmus sp.
colonies from Bluff or Lower Portobello Bay (LPB), before and after
being kept 12 weeks under laboratory conditions

Response Factor Estimate Standard
error

t value P value

Caste ratio Intercepta 1.133 0.371 3.055 0.005

Site LPB 0.190 0.065 2.922 0.007

Timing −0.048 0.062 −0.784 0.439

Snail length −0.041 0.023 −1.746 0.091

Total number
of rediae

Intercepta 4.215 0.722 5.840 <0.0001

Site LPB 0.402 0.127 3.172 0.003

Timing 0.232 0.120 1.934 0.063

Snail length 0.054 0.045 1.205 0.238

a The effect of Bluff is included in the intercept
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Fig. 4 Average (±S.E.) metacercariae counted from each snail infected
with Philophthalmus sp. from either Bluff or Lower Portobello Bay over
12 weeks under laboratory conditions

Table 5 Results of a linear mixed model comparing metacercarial output
of Philophthalmus sp. colonies from either Bluff or Lower Portobello
(LPB) over 12 weeks in laboratory conditions

Factor Estimate Standard error t value P value

Intercepta −2.645 1.409 −1.877 0.062

Site LPB 1.317 0.303 4.354 <0.0001

Snail length 0.269 0.084 3.211 0.002

a The effect of Bluff is included in the intercept
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of low sample size. Further work could be done to elucidate
the control of caste ratio by (a) collecting more colonies from
each site and (b) using previously published microsatellite
markers for Philophthalmus sp. to identify the prevalence of
multiple intraspecific infections at each site.

The total number of rediae was also different among colo-
nies collected at these sites. The total number of rediae in
colonies from Bluff was lower than in those from Lower
Portobello Bay, despite snails from Bluff being larger than
snails from Lower Portobello Bay. As expected, there was a
positive relationship between snail maximum length and total
number of rediae and no effect of co-infection by
M. novaezealandensis, a pattern which has been seen in
studies done on this system in the past (Keeney et al. 2008a;
Lloyd and Poulin 2013) and in other systems (Hendrickson
and Curtis 2002).

These differences in colony demographic traits mirrored
trematode prevalence as expected: A higher caste ratio and
larger colony size were seen at the site with the highest chance
of both inter and intraspecific competition (measured by total
trematode prevalence and Philophthalmus sp. prevalence).
This result provides evidence that colony demographic traits
in Philophthalmus sp. populations are adaptive according to
the theory of optimal caste ratio of Oster and Wilson (1978).
The small-to-large caste ratio is higher in colonies of popula-
tions where more small, soldier-like rediae would be advan-
tageous due to a high likelihood of potential co-infecting
trematodes. These results are very similar to those of the
observational study completed by Yang et al. (2004) and
perhaps, reflect parallels between divisions of labour in social
insect colonies and trematode colonies.

In order to determine if the phenotypic differences ob-
served between colonies collected from Bluff and Lower
Portobello Bay are due to genetic divergence (local adapta-
tion) or phenotypic plasticity in response to variation in envi-
ronment, a subset of colonies collected from either Lower
Portobello Bay or Bluff were kept long-term in identical
laboratory conditions. Experimental infections, while ideal
for this experiment, cannot be achieved in this system because
Philophthalmus sp. adults live in the eyes of definitive shore-
bird hosts, and eggs are passed in bird tears; the birds are
protected species, and the parasite’s eggs cannot be found in
the field. Therefore, a common garden experimental design
was used instead, where colonies were transplanted from their
natural environments to a common laboratory setting. After
the 12-week experiment, i.e. a period sufficient for turnover of
rediae, colony demographic traits (small-to-large caste ratio
and total number of rediae) were the same as observed in
colonies freshly collected from the field. The small-to-large
caste ratio and total number of rediae were lower in colonies
originating from Bluff than in those from Lower Portobello
Bay in both subsets of snails: those dissected immediately
after collection and those kept in the laboratory for 12 weeks.

In the linear model comparing the small-to-large caste ratio in
these colonies, site of origin was the only significant factor.
This indicates that there was no difference in caste ratio
between colonies dissected immediately or after 12 weeks.
Furthermore, the lack of interaction between site and time of
dissection confirms that the difference in caste ratio observed
between colonies from these sites remains the same over time.
This is a strong indication of local adaptation through genetic
divergence. However, it is possible that the 12-week period of
this experiment was not sufficient for the complete turnover of
rediae in these colonies.

In order to quantify how the difference in demographic
colony traits between sites was related to colony fitness, we
quantified the cercarial output of colonies kept in laboratory
conditions by counting metacercarial cysts over the 12-week
period. The numbers of metacercarial cysts per colony from
Lower Portobello Bay greatly exceeded those shed from col-
onies collected at Bluff (Table 5, Fig. 4). This provides evi-
dence that colonies from Lower Portobello Bay have a higher
fitness, despite having a higher small-to-large caste ratio, i.e. a
relatively greater proportion of non-reproductive individuals
per colony. This is a pattern that has been seen before in
another species: M. novaezealandensis colonies within
Z. subcarinatus collected from different sites also shed differ-
ent quantities of cercariae (Koprivnikar and Poulin 2009). The
disproportionate investment in the production of small non-
reproductive rediae in the Lower Portobello Bay population
does not come at a fitness cost relative to colonies in the Bluff
population, possibly because Lower Portobello Bay colonies
consist of more total rediae. However, in the model comparing
the metacercarial output from these colonies, total number of
rediae was a non-significant factor (and removed to increase
model fit); therefore, colonies from Lower Portobello Bay do
not merely produce more metacercariae because they have
more rediae. Other non-significant and removed factors in-
cluded the caste ratio and the interaction between ratio and
site. This was somewhat surprising because in previous sim-
ilar experiments, caste ratio has been a significant factor
indicating that a higher small-to-large caste ratio increases
colony fitness (Lloyd 2013).

Results from this study provide evidence that colony de-
mographic traits such as the small-to-large caste ratio and
colony size may be under geographically different selective
pressures in Philophthalmus sp. colonies, and perhaps, adap-
tive divergence has occurred between populations at Bluff and
Lower Portobello Bay. Further genetic evidence supports this
indication of local adaptation. Gene flow between
Philophthalmus sp. populations is not disrupted between
Lower Portobello Bay and Christchurch but is low between
Lower Portobello Bay and Bluff (and also low between
Christchurch and Bluff, though not statistically significant)
(Keeney et al. 2009), providing evidence that the difference in
caste ratio between Bluff and the other two populations may
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be due to evolutionary divergence. However, based on se-
quence analysis of the cytochrome oxidase 1(CO1) mitochon-
drial gene, four prominent haplotypes exist within the
Philophthalmus sp. populations, and all four are found at each
of the three sites used in this study (Keeney et al. 2009).
Therefore, populations from these sites are not truly geneti-
cally distinct. Genetic dispersal of Philophthalmus sp. is en-
abled by movement of the definitive host which is most likely
a gull or other shorebird (Howell 1965; Neal and Poulin
2012). In the definitive host, adult worms develop, sexual
reproduction occurs and eggs are released into the environ-
ment. The life cycle continues as the eggs hatch, releasing
small miracidia which infect snails and develop into rediae
(West 1961; Nollen 1995). Even though the snails and the
parasites are not capable of movement across hundreds of
kilometres, adult worms are transported by the definitive bird
host, potentially allowing for gene flow (Dybdahl and Lively
1996; Miura et al. 2006; Keeney et al. 2008b). Despite CO1
sequence analysis indicating some gene flow among the sites
studied here, selection could be acting specifically on genes
that control caste ratio phenotype and not the CO1 gene.
Indeed, it is possible for local populations to adapt to their
particular environment even with significant gene flow if
selection pressure is strong (Dybdahl and Lively 1996).

Further evidence that the caste ratio is genetically deter-
mined in these colonies comes from studies comparing the
caste ratio of Philophthalmus sp. colonies co-infected with
M. novaezealandensis colonies (Keeney et al. 2008a, b) or
conspecific colonies (Lloyd and Poulin 2014). In both studies,
there is no difference between the caste ratio of single
Philophthalmus sp. infections and double infections (either
hetero or conspecific). It is possible that this trait is genetically
determined and there is not a lot of room for variation later in
the colony’s life.

To determine if colony demographic traits are in fact under
selective pressure, further work is needed. It is possible that
the colony demographic traits are determined early in the life
of the infection and were not plastic at the time the colonies
were collected. A common garden experiment which included
infections from the start of the life cycle through maturity
would clarify this further but requires challenging experimen-
tal infections. Another alternative hypothesis is that the dif-
ferences in colony demographic traits observed here are
responding to other differences than trematode infection prev-
alence. Many other ecological factors may vary between the
two populations including density and quality of first inter-
mediate hosts, density of definitive hosts, climatic factors etc.,
and perhaps the difference in caste ratio is due to a response to
one of these factors.

In summary, results of this study provide evidence that the
optimal caste ratio theory of Oster and Wilson (1978), which
explains caste structure of social insects, may also explain
caste structure of trematode colonies with a division of labour

(Oster and Wilson 1978). The small-to-large caste ratio in
Philophthalmus sp. colonies differs significantly among geo-
graphically distinct colonies in a way that matches exactly the
expected selective pressures from the local risk of
competition.

Acknowledgments We would like to thank Nicholas Wood for field
assistance. This project was funded by the Department of Zoology
University of Otago.

References

Bates D, Maechler M, Bolker B (2011) Linear mixed-effects models
using S4 classes. http://cran.R-project.org/package=lme4

Bershers SN, Traniello JFA (1994) The adaptiveness of worker demog-
raphy in the Attine ant Trachymyrmex septentrionalis. Ecology 75:
763–775

Calabi P, Traniello JFA (1989) Social organization in the ant Pheidole
dentata. Behav Ecol Sociobiol 24:69–78

Chambers J M (1992) Linear models. In: Chambers J M, Hastie T J (eds)
Statistical Models in S.Wadsworth & Brooks/Cole

Dornhaus A, Powell S, Bengston S (2012) Group size and its effects on
collective organization. Annu Rev Entomol 57:123–141

Duarte A, Weissing FJ, Pen I, Keller L (2011) An evolutionary perspec-
tive on self-organized division of labor in social insects. Ann Rev
Ecol Evol Syst 42:91–110

Duffy JE (1996) Eusociality in a coral-reef shrimp. Nature 381:512–514
Dybdahl MF, Lively CM (1996) The geography of coevolution: compar-

ative population structures for a snail and its trematode parasite.
Evolution 50:2264–2275

Francis L (1976) Social organization within clones of the sea anemone
Anthopleura elegantissima. Biol Bull 150:361–376

Fucini S, Di Bona V, Mola F, Piccaluga C, Lorenzi M (2009) Social
wasps without workers: geographic variation of caste expression in
the paper wasp Polistes biglumis. Insect Soc 56:347–358

Galaktionov K V, Dobrovolskij A A (2003) The biology and evolution of
trematodes. Kluwer Academic Publishers

Harvey JA, Corley LS, Strand MR (2000) Competition induces adap-
tive shifts in caste ratios of a polyembryonic wasp. Nature 406:
183–186

Hasegawa E (1997) The optimal caste ratio in polymorphic ants: estima-
tion and empirical evidence. Amer Nat 149:706–722

Hechinger RF, Wood AC, Kuris AM (2011) Social organization in a
flatworm: trematode parasites form soldier and reproductive castes.
P Roy Soc B-Biol Sci 278:656–665

Hendrickson MA, Curtis LA (2002) Infrapopulation sizes of co-occuring
trematodes in the snail Ilyanassa obsoleta. J Parasitol 88:884–889

Holldobler B, Wilson E O (2009) The Superogranism, First ed.W.W.
Norton and Company

Hothorn T, Bretz F, Westfall P (2008) Simultaneous inference in general
parametric models. Biom J 50:346–363

Howell M (1965) Notes on a potential trematode parasite of man in New
Zealand. Tuatara 13:182–184

Jarvis JU (1981) Eusociality in a mammal: cooperative breeding in naked
mole-rat colonies. Science 212:571–573

Kamiya T, Poulin R (2013) Caste ratios affect the reproductive output of
social trematode colonies. J Evolutionary Biol 26:509–516

Keeney DB, Boessenkool S, King TM, Leung TL, Poulin R (2008a)
Effects of interspecific competition on asexual proliferation and
clonal genetic diversity in larval trematode infections of snails.
Parasitology 135:741–747

Parasitol Res (2014) 113:2593–2602 2601

http://cran.r-project.org/package=lme4


Keeney DB, Bryan-Walker K, King TM, Poulin R (2008b) Local varia-
tion of within-host clonal diversity coupled with genetic homoge-
neity in a marine trematode. Mar Biol 154:183–190

Keeney DB, King TM, Rowe DL, Poulin R (2009) Contrasting mtDNA
diversity and population structure in a direct-developing marine
gastropod and its trematode parasites. Mol Ecol 18:4591–4603

Koprivnikar J, Poulin R (2009) Interspecific and intraspecific variation in
cercariae release. J Parasitol 95:14–19

Lei F, Poulin R (2011) Effects of salinity on multiplication and transmis-
sion of an intertidal trematode parasite. Mar Biol 158:995–1003

Leung TL, Poulin R (2011) Small worms, big appetites: ratios of different
functional morphs in relation to interspecific competition in trema-
tode parasites. Int J Parasitol 41:1063–1068

Lloyd MM (2013) Sociality in parasite colonies: a division of labour in
the trematode Philophthalmus sp. Diss University of Otago

Lloyd MM, Poulin R (2012) Fitness benefits of a division of labour in
parasitic trematode colonies with and without competition. Int J
Parasitol 42:939–946

LloydMM, Poulin R (2013) Reproduction and caste ratios under stress in
trematode colonies with a division of labour. Parasitology 140:825–
832

Lloyd MM, Poulin R (2014) Multi-clone infections and the impact of
intraspecific competition on trematode colonies with a division of
labour. Parasitology 141:304–310

Martorelli SR, Fredensborg BL, Mouritsen KN, Poulin R (2004)
Desc r ip t ion and proposed l i f e cyc le of Mari t rema
novaezealandensis n. sp (Microphallidae) parasitic in red-billed
gulls, Larus novaehollandiae scopulinus, from Otago Harbour,
South Island, New Zealand. J Parasitol 90:272–277

Martorelli SR, Fredensborg BL, Leung TL, Poulin R (2008) Four trem-
atode cercariae from the New Zealand intertidal snail Zeacumantus
subcarinatus (Batillariidae). New Zeal J Zool 35:73–84

McGlynn T, Owen J (2002) Food supplementation alters caste allocation
in a natural population of Pheidole flavens, a dimorphic leaf-litter
dwelling ant. Insect Soc 49:8–14

Miura O (2012) Social organization and caste formation in three
additional parasitic flatworm species. Mar Ecol-Prog Ser 465:
119–127

Miura O, Torchin ME, Kuris AM, Hechinger RF, Chiba S (2006)
Introduced cryptic species of parasites exhibit different invasion
pathways. P Natl Acad Sci 103:19818–19823

Neal AT, Poulin R (2012) Substratum preference of Philophthalmus sp.
cercariae for cyst formation under natural and experimental condi-
tions. J Parasitol 98:293–298

Newcombe RG (1998a) Interval estimation for the difference between
independent proportions: comparision of evelen methods. Stat Med
17:873–890

Newcombe RG (1998b) Two-sided confidence intervals for the single
proportion: comparison of seven methods. Stat Med 17:857–890

Nollen PM (1995) Taxonomy and biology of philophthalmid eyeflukes.
Adv Parasitol 36:205–269

Oster GF, Wilson EO (1978) Caste and ecology in the social insects.
Princeton University Press, Princeton

Passera L (1977) Production des soldats dans les sociétés sortant
d'hibernation chez la fourmi Pheidole pallidula (Nyl.)(Formicidae,
Myrmicinae). Insect Soc 24:131–146

Passera L, Roncin E, Kaufmann B, Keller L (1996) Increased soldier
production in ant colonies exposed to intraspecific competition.
Nature 379:630–631

Poulin R (2007) Evolutionary ecology of parasites, 2nd edn. Princeton
University Press, Princeton

R Development Core Team 2011 R: a language and environment for
statistical computing. (R Foundation for Statistical Computing, ed.).
pp., Vienna, Austria

Shingleton AW, Foster WA (2000) Ant tending influences soldier pro-
duction in a social aphid. P Roy Soc B-Biol Sci 267:1863–1868

Simpson C (2012) The evolutionary history of division of labour. P Roy
Soc B-Biol Sci 279:116–121

Sousa WP (1992) Interspecific interactions among larval trematode par-
asites of freshwater and marine snails. Am Zool 32:583–592

West AF (1961) Studies on the biology of Philophthalmus gralliMathis
and Leger, 1910 (Trematoda: Digenea). Am Midl Nat 66:363–383

Wilkinson GN, Rogers CE (1973) Symbolic descriptions of factorial
models for analysis of variance. Appl Stat 22:392–399

Wilson EB (1927) Probable inference, the law of succession, and statis-
tical inference. J Am Stat Assoc 22:209–212

Wilson EO (1983) Caste and division of labor in leaf-cutter ants
(Hymenoptera: Formicidae: Atta). Behav Ecol Sociobiol 14:47–54

Wilson EO (1985) The sociogenesis of insect colonies. Science 228:
1489–1495

Yang AS, Martin CH, Nijhout HF (2004) Geographic variation of caste
structure among ant populations. Curr Biol 14:514–519

2602 Parasitol Res (2014) 113:2593–2602


	Geographic variation in caste ratio of trematode colonies with a division of labour reflect local adaptation
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Field study sites and snail collection
	Snail screening and caste ratio measurement
	Laboratory experiment
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Trematode infection prevalence per site
	Colony demographic traits
	Field-collected snails
	Snails in long-term laboratory experiment
	Fitness of geographically separated colonies


	Discussion
	References


