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Université Catholique de Louvain, Earth and Life Institute and Biodiversity Research Centre, Croix du Sud 4, L7-07-04

1348, Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium
3

E-mail: jacobstaffan@gmail.com

4

Current Address: Landcare Research Manaaki Whenua, Private Bag 1930, Dunedin 9054, New Zealand

5

Institute for Advanced Studies in Toulouse, Toulouse School of Economics, 21 allée de Brienne 31015 Toulouse, France

Received February 26, 2016
Accepted July 25, 2016
Kin selection theory predicts that costly co-operative behaviors evolve most readily when directed toward kin. Dispersal plays a
controversial role in the evolution of cooperation: dispersal decreases local population relatedness and thus opposes the evolution
of cooperation, but limited dispersal increases kin competition and can negate the benefits of cooperation. Theoretical work
has suggested that plasticity of dispersal, where individuals can adjust their dispersal decisions according to the social context,
might help resolve this paradox and promote the evolution of cooperation. Here, we experimentally tested the hypothesis that
conditional dispersal decisions are mediated by a co-operative strategy: we quantified the density-dependent dispersal decisions
and subsequent colonization efficiency from single cells or groups of cells among six genetic strains of the unicellular Tetrahymena
thermophila that differ in their aggregation level (high, medium, and low), a behavior associated with cooperation strategy.
We found that the plastic reaction norms of dispersal rate relative to density differed according to aggregation level: highly
aggregative genotypes showed negative density-dependent dispersal, whereas low-aggregation genotypes showed maximum
dispersal rates at intermediate density, and medium-aggregation genotypes showed density-independent dispersal with intermediate dispersal rate. Dispersers from highly aggregative genotypes had specialized long-distance dispersal phenotypes, contrary to
low-aggregation genotypes; medium-aggregation genotypes showing intermediate dispersal phenotype. Moreover, highly aggregation genotypes showed evidence for beneficial kin-cooperation during dispersal. Our experimental results should help to resolve
the evolutionary conflict between cooperation and dispersal: co-operative individuals are expected to avoid kin-competition by
dispersing long distances, but maintain the benefits of cooperation by dispersing in small groups.
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cooperation exists in most taxonomic groups (West et al. 2007a)
and lies at the heart of major transitions from unicellular live
forms to multicellularity and societies (Maynard Smith and
Szathmary 1995b; Crespi 2001). Explaining why organisms carry
out costly cooperation is thus fundamental to our understanding of
the evolution of various biological functions (Maynard Smith and
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Szathmary 1995a; Crespi 2001). The main hypothesis to explain
the emergence and maintenance of cooperation is kin selection,
which states that for cooperation to evolve, costly co-operative behaviors should be directed toward kin, thus indirectly increasing
gene transmission (Hamilton 1964; West et al. 2007a). Genetic
relatedness and population genetic structure consequently play
a major role in the evolution of cooperation (Hamilton 1964;
Griffin and West 2002, p. 200; West et al. 2002), since the
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maintenance of kin-based groups allows co-operative behaviors to
be directed toward kin, providing a simple mechanism to control
invasion by cheaters (Hamilton 1964; West et al. 2007a).
Dispersal, the ability of individuals to move from one place
to another during their life, is expected to decrease relatedness
in local populations (i.e., average relatedness of neighborhoods;
Clobert et al. 2012). Since kin selection theory predicts that stable
groups of kin should maintain cooperation, cooperation should
favor low dispersal (Hamilton 1964; West et al. 2002). As a corollary, dispersal has long been seen as an opposing force to cooperation (Hamilton 1964; West et al. 2002; Lion and Baalen
2008). However, while group stability among kin provides benefits of kin cooperation, it also increases kin competition, which
can negate these benefits (Hamilton and May 1977; Taylor 1992;
Queller 1994). This contradiction is even more intriguing given
ample empirical evidence of co-operative species performing dispersal movements (Bourke and Franks 1995; O’Riain et al. 1996;
Sinervo and Clobert 2003), which has led to several theoretical studies showing that cooperation and dispersal can coevolve
(Le Galliard et al. 2005; Hochberg et al. 2008; Parvinen 2013).
Substantial theoretical work has demonstrated that various factors
could allow cooperation to evolve and be maintained despite kin
competition, including overlapping generations (Irwin and Taylor 2000), population structure and environmental context [e.g.,
range expansion (Datta et al. 2013), empty patches (Alizon and
Taylor 2008), patch quality (Rodrigues and Gardner 2012); see
also (Lion and Baalen 2008)], budding dispersal (Gardner and
West 2006; Kümmerli et al. 2009), and dispersal-dependent cooperation (El Mouden and Gardner 2008).
However, most theoretical work on cooperation and dispersal assumes that dispersal is independent of ecological or social
context (Le Galliard et al. 2005; Hochberg et al. 2008; Patterson et al. 2008). By contrast, a large body of empirical work
shows that dispersal is a plastic trait that depends on the internal state of organisms and their environmental context (Bowler
and Benton 2005a; Clobert et al. 2009), including in co-operative
species (O’Riain et al. 1996; Sinervo and Clobert 2003). Individuals are expected to adjust dispersal decisions to stay in habitats
that match their phenotype, or to leave poor quality patches to find
a better place to live (Bowler and Benton 2005b; Edelaar et al.
2008; Clobert et al. 2012; Jacob et al. 2015a). For co-operative
species, habitat quality is dependent upon the balance between
kin cooperation and kin competition, and we might thus expect
dispersal decisions to vary accordingly. Dispersal decisions that
vary according to the balance between the costs and benefits of
co-operative opportunities in a given social environmental context
(i.e., plastic dispersal behavior) could resolve the cooperationdispersal paradox and promote the evolution of cooperation
(Pepper and Smuts 2002; Aktipis 2004, 2011; Pepper 2007). Although these models have pointed out the potential importance of
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conditional movements for the evolution of cooperation, experimental evidence for the existence of such cooperation-mediated
plasticity of dispersal is still lacking.
Here, we experimentally tested the hypothesis that conditional dispersal decisions are mediated by the co-operative strategy in the ciliated protozoa Tetrahymena thermophila. As for
many microorganisms, the survival and growth of T. thermophila
depends on a quorum sensing mechanism: extracellular emission
of chemical signals drives population growth, especially by preventing mortality and favoring growth at low density (Christensen
and Rasmussen 1992; Christensen et al. 1995, 1996, 2003;
Rasmussen et al. 1996; Straarup et al. 1997; Witzany and Nowacki
2016). According to the classical definition of cooperation (i.e., a
behavior that provides a benefit to another individual and which is
selected because of this beneficial effect; West et al. 2007b), cells
thus co-operate through the emission of different molecules for
example insulin, endorphins, “growth factors” (TPAFs; reviewed
in Rasmussen and Wheatley 2007; Csaba 2012). Furthermore,
cells can produce growth inhibition factors reducing cell division
at high densities (Christensen et al. 1998), as expected for kin
cooperation among clones (Hamilton 1964).
In addition to co-operative behavior, Tetrahymena cells can
form aggregative groups among kin, a behavior frequently associated with co-operative behavior in other taxa (e.g., Keller and
Ross 1998; Queller et al. 2003; Griffin et al. 2004; Sinervo et al.
2006; Cornwallis et al. 2010) and which is likely to facilitate the
exchange of growth factors in this species. Importantly, there is
evidence for genetic variation in this aggregative behavior and it
is associated with specific behavioral and life-history traits that
allowed the classification of six Tetrahymena genotypes into a
gradient of cooperation levels (Schtickzelle et al. 2009; Chaine
et al. 2010; Jacob et al. 2016). First, the expression of this aggregative behavior is modulated by population relatedness: decreasing
relatedness in populations lead to decreased levels of aggregation
as expected in co-operative species (Chaine et al. 2010). Second,
genotypes defined as highly aggregative move toward habitats
that contain traces of a kin population, whereas those defined as
low aggregative move away from kin, and medium aggregative
ones show no preference (i.e., kin recognition and orientation;
Chaine et al. 2010). Third, highly aggregative genotypes show
reduced growth rate much like co-operative lines in other taxa,
but live longer on a finite resource compared to low aggregative
genotypes (i.e., growth rate is negatively correlated to carrying
capacity in this species (Fjerdingstad et al. 2007) and time to
reach 1 /2 of the carrying capacity increases with aggregation level
(Chaine et al. 2010)), which is a classic resolution of the “tragedy
of the commons.” Globally, variation in aggregative behavior is
consistently linked to variation in traits or behaviors predicted by
cooperation such that aggregation level can be used as a proxy for
variation in cooperation. Future work should confirm this link,
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but our present analysis focuses on variation in aggregation level
as a metric for cooperation. Tetrahymena thermophila therefore
provides an excellent opportunity to investigate how cooperation
shapes plastic dispersal decisions since genetically distinct clonal
strains differ in their cooperation strategy (Schtickzelle et al. 2009;
Chaine et al. 2010; Jacob et al. 2016).
According to kin selection theory, although an increase of
population density generally intensifies competition between individuals, it can also increase the benefits of cooperation in cooperative species (Darch et al. 2012). Compared to low densities where competition is weak but co-operative interactions are
limited, higher densities should increase efficiency in the use
of extracellular chemicals for co-operative organisms (positive
density-dependent benefits of quorum-sensing; Darch et al. 2012).
Accordingly, the negative effects of increasing density in T. thermophila should be weaker in highly co-operative genotypes than
in low co-operative ones (Chaine et al. 2010). Consequently, we
expect that organisms differing in their tendency to engage in
co-operative interactions (i.e., cooperation strategy) should react
differently to the balance between kin cooperation and competition. Under the conditional movement hypothesis, we therefore
expect that the cooperation strategy should interact with the social environment, especially population density, to drive dispersal
decisions.
We manipulated density in clonal populations of six genetic
strains of T. thermophila that have previously shown consistently
contrasted aggregation levels and thus cooperation strategies (two
highly, two medium, and two low aggregation strains; Schtickzelle
et al. 2009; Chaine et al. 2010), and tested the consequences of
the interaction between aggregation strategy and social context
(density) on three key aspects of dispersal: emigration rate, the
phenotype of dispersers, and colonization success by immigrants.
First, we expected the interplay between aggregation strategy and
social environment to result in the modification of dispersal rate
(emigration) as a result of changes in the balance between the
costs and benefits of cooperation. Specifically, low-aggregation
genotypes should experience increased competition when density
rises, whereas highly aggregative ones should also benefit from
kin interactions at high densities. In aggregative genotypes, low
competition but limited co-operative interactions at lower densities and increased benefits of cooperation as density rises should
lead to a quadratic relationship between density and dispersal
rate, with dispersal rate first decreasing and then increasing when
density reaches higher levels. Second, dispersers and residents
are often found to show different phenotypes, with dispersers being phenotypically specialized for reduced dispersal costs during
transience and/or colonization (phenotype-dependent dispersal;
Clobert et al. 2009; Le Galliard et al. 2012). While all dispersers
should be selected for reduced dispersal costs during transience,
dispersers from co-operative species should also be specifically

selected to escape kin competition, and thus be specialized for
long-distance dispersal (Rousset and Gandon 2002; Schtickzelle
et al. 2009; Bitume et al. 2013). We therefore expect aggregative
genotypes to show dispersers specialized in long-distance movement (i.e., more elongated cells in the case of T. thermophila;
Fjerdingstad et al. 2007; Schtickzelle et al. 2009) more often
than for low-aggregative genotypes. Finally, the key immigration
step, influencing gene flow and changes in a species distribution,
depends on an organism’s ability to colonize new environments
(Clobert et al. 2012). We thus tested whether aggregation strategy
affects colonization efficiency, and compared colonization efficiency from single founder cells with colonization efficiency of
several founder cells (akin to group dispersal). Since dispersing
in groups is expected to favor the evolution of cooperation (“budding dispersal”; Gardner and West 2006; Kümmerli et al. 2009),
we expect aggregative genotypes to perform better in colonizing
a new environment when colonization occurred from a group of
individuals rather than from a single founder cell.

Methods
We performed all experiments in microcosms using experimental populations of six genetically distinct T. thermophila strains
(i.e., isolated genotypes kept as clonal populations) that differ in
their aggregation behavior, indicative of differences in cooperation strategy (low = 4A, 7; medium = D3, P; high = E, Q; 5
replicates per experimental design level, see below; Schtickzelle
et al. 2009; Chaine et al. 2010). In a first experiment, we measured
the density dependence of dispersal rate as well as disperser phenotype using standard connected microcosms: two habitat patches
consisting of 1.5 ml microtubes, connected by a corridor made
of 4 mm internal diameter, 2.5-cm long silicone tube. Cells were
maintained at 22°C and fed with growth media (2% Difco proteose peptone, 0.2% yeast extract) as described in previous studies (Fjerdingstad et al. 2007; Schtickzelle et al. 2009; Chaine
et al. 2010; Pennekamp et al. 2014; Jacob et al. 2015b). Cells
were placed in the start patch at each of three different densities
(100,000; 250,000, and 400,000 cells/ml) that correspond to the
range of densities commonly observed in our culture conditions,
from the minimum density required to reliably quantify dispersal
through to near carrying capacity (Chaine et al. 2010; Pennekamp
et al. 2014) and allowed to disperse toward the target patch for
17 hours (about ½ to 1 generation time at 23°C; Chaine et al.
2010; Jacob et al. 2015b). There was no difference in carrying capacity between aggregation strategies on the basis of previously
published data (F2,3 = 1.63; P = 0.33; 3 replicates per genotype;
data from Fjerdingstad et al. 2007), meaning that the population
densities we tested reflect a similar environmental context for
the six different genetic lines. Furthermore, cell condition in this
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experiment should be similar given that all six genetic lines were
raised under standard conditions immediately prior to the experiment. We created five replicates of the two-patch systems for
each density by genotype combination, for a total of 90 two-patch
microcosms.
We measured (1) dispersal rate as the proportion of cells in
the target patch compared to the start patch, and (2) phenotype of
dispersers as cell size and shape (measured as cell area and cell
major/minor axis ratio of a fitted ellipse; Fjerdingstad et al. 2007)
using automated digital analysis of pictures taken under dark
field microscopy (Pennekamp and Schtickzelle 2013) using ImageJ software (version 1.47, National Institutes of Health, USA,
http://imagej.nih.gov/ij). The measure of dispersal rate, used in
several previous studies (Fjerdingstad et al. 2007; Schtickzelle
et al. 2009; Chaine et al. 2010; Pennekamp et al. 2014; Jacob et al.
2015b), has been found insensitive to density-dependent effects on
growth (Pennekamp et al. 2014). We summarized disperser phenotype through the first axis of a principal component analysis on
cell size and shape (loading factors: cell size = –0.833; cell shape
= 0.833; variance explained = 69.4%). Disperser phenotype increases when cells became small and elongated, and decreases
when dispersers became bigger and less elongated. In this species,
elongated cells are specialized for long-distance movement and
show greater swim speed and straighter movements (Nelsen 1978;
Fjerdingstad et al. 2007; Schtickzelle et al. 2009; Pennekamp et al.
2014). The induction of this phenotype is especially common
when escaping starvation conditions (Nelsen 1978).
In a second experiment, we tested whether cooperation strategy affects the efficiency of dispersing cells to colonize a new
environment. To this end, we transferred disperser cells from the
above experiment into new empty patches (single unconnected
1.5 ml standard microtubes), either as a single disperser cell
(individuals isolated using a 10 µl pipetteman) or as a group
of disperser cells transferred as a fixed volume from the target
patches of the dispersal systems [1.4 µl resulting in 175.57 ±
8.39 cells; no significant difference of number of cells transferred
between density treatments (F1,83 = 2.92; P = 0.09) and aggregation strategies (F2,3 = 1.62; P = 0.33)]. For each of the 90
two-patch dispersal microcosms, we created 10 single cell replicates and one group dispersal replicate. We defined colonization
efficiency of a new patch as population growth after a standard period of time (i.e., four days for the single disperser case, 24 hours
for the group dispersal case). For colonization from several cells,
colonization efficiency was measured as the final population size
(Nfinal ) relative to initial (Ninitial ), and calculated as follows: (Nfinal
– Ninitial )/Ninitial . This measure is not confounded by colonization
failure, which did not occur in our experiments.
To investigate how cooperation strategy affects densitydependent dispersal rate, dispersal phenotype, and colonization
efficiency from a single cell or several cells, we tested for the
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interaction between aggregation strategy and density using linearmixed models (lme, nlme R-package; Pinheiro and Bates 1996).
We used dispersal rate, disperser phenotype, and colonization efficiency from a single cell or from several cells as dependent
variables in four separate models. The population density treatment was used as a continuous factor (in linear and quadratic
form), aggregation strategy as a fixed categorical factor (i.e.,
three levels of aggregation—low, medium, high—containing two
strains each), and genotype as a random categorical factor to
account for our nested design (two genotypes per aggregation
level). We computed linear models with a Gaussian distribution,
and in all cases residuals of the models followed a normal distribution. We estimated the variance explained by the models using
r.squaredGLMM (MuMIn R-package; Nakagawa and Schielzeth
2013). Following a backward selection procedure, we removed
cooperation, density, and their interaction from the models when
nonsignificant at the 0.05 level.

Results
First, we tested whether emigration decisions depend on the interplay between cooperation strategy and social environment. We
found that the effect of density on dispersal rate differed depending on the aggregation strategy of genotypes (Table 1; Fig. 1A). In
highly aggregative genotypes, the dispersal rate was the highest
at low density (Density2 : estimate ± SE = 0.10 ± 0.05; F1,26 =
4.33; P = 0.04; Density: –0.47 ± 0.20; F1,26 = 5.48; P = 0.03;
Fig. 1A), while the dispersal rate in low-aggregation genotypes
was the highest at intermediate densities (Density2 : –0.18 ± 0.06;
F1,26 = 10.09; P = 0.004; Density: 0.63 ± 0.23; F1,26 = 7.59;
P = 0.01; Fig. 1A). Finally, medium aggregation strains showed
an intermediate level of dispersal rate not significantly affected by
density (Density2 : 0.04 ± 0.04; F1,26 = 1.38; P = 0.25; Density:
–0.22 ± 0.15; F1,26 = 2.09; P = 0.16).
Second, we investigated whether disperser phenotype differed according to cooperation strategy, and especially whether
aggregative genotypes had dispersers that were morphologically
specialized for long-distance dispersal. We found a significant
effect of the aggregation × density interaction on disperser phenotype (Table 1; Fig. 1B). First, dispersers were small and elongated in aggregative genotypes and in contrast big and less elongated in low-aggregation genotypes (Fig. 1B), while dispersers
from medium-aggregation strains showed an intermediate dispersal phenotype between low- and high-aggregation strains.
Importantly, this difference is not simply a result of among genotype phenotypic variation. Dispersers of highly aggregative genotypes were indeed more elongated than residents (disperser minus resident phenotype: mean ± SE = 0.75 ± 0.15), whereas
low-aggregation dispersers were bigger and less elongated than
residents (–0.57 ± 0.14), and medium-aggregation dispersers
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Table 1.

Factors affecting dispersal decisions and colonization

efficiency.

Dispersal rate

Df

R2 m = 0.26
F

R2 c = 0.53
P

Aggregation
Density
Densityˆ2
Aggregation x density
Aggregation x densityࢳ 2

2.3
1.78
1.78
2.78
2.78

3.41
4.07
4.52
0.76
9.53

0.17
0.05
0.04
0.47
<0.001

Dispersal phenotype

Df

R2 m = 0.77
F

R2 c = 0.85
P

Aggregation
Density
Densityˆ2
Aggregation x density
Aggregation x densityࢳ 2

2.3
1.78
1.78
2.78
2.78

10.06
14.75
10.85
6.39
5.70

0.05
<0.001
0.002
0.003
0.005

Df

R2 m = 0.78
F

R2 c = 0.82
P

2.3
1.81
2.81

24.43
0.48
15.89

0.01
0.49
<0.001

Colonization from a
group

Df

R2 m = 0.25
F

R2 c = 0.55
P

Aggregation
Density

2.3
1.83

1.98
2.55

0.28
0.11

Colonization from a
single cell
Aggregation
Density
Aggregation x density

Final models after backward elimination are shown (nonsignificant fixed
effects are shown for colonization from a group for clarity). Marginal (R²m,
fixed effects alone) and conditional [R²c, combined fixed and random effects
(i.e., genotypes)] estimates of model fit are shown.

were similar to residents (0.01 ± 0.09; aggregation level effect on
relative disperser phenotype: F2,3 = 11.57; P = 0.039). Second,
apart from medium-aggregation strains in which density has no
significant effect on disperser phenotype (Density2 : –0.24 ± 0.12;
F1,26 = 3.85; P = 0.06; Density: 0.82 ± 0.49; F1,26 = 2.88; P =
0.10), dispersers from low and high-aggregation strains were the
biggest and least elongated at medium density (Low: Density2 :
0.41 ± 0.17; F1,26 = 5.49; P = 0.03; Density: –1.72 ± 0.71;
F1,26 = 5.90; P = 0.02; High: Density2 : 0.61 ± 0.24; F1,26 =
6.50; P = 0.02; Density: –2.88 ± 0.49; F1,26 = 2.88; P = 0.10).
Finally, because colonization efficiency after dispersal is a
key step if dispersal is to produce gene flow and changes in
species distribution, we tested whether cooperation strategy affects colonization efficiency, both from single founder cells and
from several cells. In the single founder cell experiments, the
effect of density on colonization efficiency depended on the
aggregation strategy (Table 1; Fig. 2A). First, dispersers from

highly aggregative genotypes showed significantly reduced colonization efficiency from a single cell compared to low and medium
aggregation genotypes whatever initial population density (contrasts after Tukey adjustment: high vs. low: –139.85 ± 16.87;
t1,27 = 8.29; P = 0.008; high vs. medium: –109.65 ± 16.87; t1,27 =
6.50; P = 0.01; low vs. medium: 30.20 ± 16.87; t1,27 = 1.79; P =
0.31). In contrast to the specialized long distance dispersers of aggregative genotypes, dispersers from low and medium aggregation
genotypes were bigger, a phenotype that we may hypothesize to
be responsible for this increased colonization efficiency (Fig. 3).
Furthermore, predispersal density had a significant positive effect
on single cell colonization of low aggregation genotypes (13.84 ±
5.20; F1,27 = 7.08; P = 0.01), a negative effect in medium aggregation genotypes (–41.82 ± 9.79; F1,27 = 18.24; P < 0.001), and
no significant effect in highly aggregative genotypes (–4.91 ±
5.17; F1,27 = 0.90; P = 0.35).
Furthermore, we found that aggregative genotypes were as
efficient as low and medium aggregation genotypes in colonization from a group of cells (Table 1; Fig. 2B), and we found no
significant effects of density × aggregation interaction on colonization from several cells (P > 0.05).

Discussion
Plasticity in dispersal decisions that balance the costs and benefits of co-operative behaviors among kin might resolve the
cooperation-dispersal paradox, hence potentially promoting the
evolution of cooperation (conditional movement; Pepper and
Smuts 2002; Aktipis 2004, 2011; Pepper 2007). Here, we demonstrated that the density-dependent reaction norms of dispersal
rate and the phenotype of dispersers depended on the aggregation
level, a behavior linked to cooperation strategy in the ciliated protozoa T. thermophila. Furthermore, we found that the colonization
efficiency of single founder cells differed depending on their aggregation strategy and its associated disperser phenotype. Interestingly, when colonization occurred from a group of cells, colonization success was equivalent among all three aggregation levels.
cooperation MEDIATES DENSITY-DEPENDENT
DISPERSAL REACTION NORMS

We found that T. thermophila genotypes of different aggregation
strategies show contrasted reaction norms of density-dependent
dispersal decisions (Fig. 1A). The benefits of cooperation between unicellular organisms have been predicted to increase with
density, as seen in the bacteria Pseudomonas aeruginosa (Darch
et al. 2012). However, when density reaches high levels, competition between kin is expected to negate the benefits of co-operative
acts, leading to negative effects of high densities (Hamilton and
May 1977; Queller 1992; Taylor 1992). In our study, highly
aggregative genotypes showed a quadratic relationship between
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Figure 1.
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Medium aggregation

0.3

Dispersal rate

Low aggregation

small elongated cells

B
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A
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cooperation governs dispersal decisions in Tetrahymena thermophila. (A) cooperation strategy mediates reaction norms of

dispersal rate to congener density (aggregation × density2 interaction: F2,78 = 9.53; P < 0.001). (B) The phenotype of dispersers differed
depending on their cooperation strategy and population density (aggregation × density2 interaction: F2,78 = 5.70; P = 0.005). Highly
aggregative genotypes produced specialized disperser phenotypes that were small and elongated, while low-aggregative genotypes
produced dispersers that were bigger but less elongated. Each curve, fitted using individual replicates as data points, corresponds to one
aggregation strategy and contains two genetic strains with five replicates each [low aggregation strategy (7, 4A); medium aggregation
strategy (D3, P); high aggregation strategy (E, Q)]. Mean ± SE for the two genotypes of each density per aggregation combination are
shown. Points are staggered on the x-axis for clarity.

density and dispersal rate, dispersal rate being the highest at low
density, as found in other studies (Kim et al. 2009; Matthysen
2012; Fronhofer et al. 2015). When density increased, dispersal
rate decreased as expected if the benefits of cooperation show
positive density-dependence (Darch et al. 2012). Highly aggregative genotypes have previously been found to live longer at high
density than genotypes with lower levels of aggregation, thereby
suggesting positive density dependence of cooperation (Chaine
et al. 2010). This suggests that highly co-operative genotypes
may try to avoid habitats where density is either not high enough
to generate benefits of kin cooperation or so high that negative
effects of kin competition negates the benefits of cooperation, and
instead will disperse to habitats with medium congener densities.
Interestingly, the balance between kin cooperation and competition occurring in this clonally reproducing species led to a U-shape
density-dependent dispersal comparable to that found in sexually
reproducing colonial species, such as the Blue-footed Booby (Sula
nebouxii) where benefits of population density result from opportunities for pair formation (Kim et al. 2009; see also Fronhofer
et al. 2015).
Contrary to highly aggregative genotypes, nonaggregative
genotypes should not benefit from co-operative behaviors when
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density increases, but rather will experience higher competition.
While dispersal rate in medium-aggregative genotypes was not
significantly affected by density, dispersal of low-aggregative
genotypes was higher at intermediate density. Then when density reached high levels, these low-aggregative genotypes sharply
decreased their dispersal rate. This decrease in dispersal at high
density is unexpected since these genotypes show very low levels
of co-operative behaviors even at high density and preferentially
orient toward nonkin during dispersal (Chaine et al. 2010). One
possible explanation for this decrease in dispersal rate could be
that crowded habitats might hinder cell movements or lead to
poorer cell condition, consequently reducing dispersal. For example, a recent study on a similar species (Tetrahymena pyriformis)
found that increasing density in populations while keeping resources and chemical compounds exchanged among cells constant resulted in a decreased distance traveled by cells (Fronhofer
et al. 2015). However, except for medium aggregation genotypes
from a single cell, predispersal density has no significant effect
on colonization efficiency in our study (Fig. 2), making density
effects on cell condition unlikely. Alternatively, high population
density could be a good predictor of high habitat quality: negative
density-dependent dispersal is expected to occur when congener
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cooperation strategy (A) governed colonization efficiency from one single cell, but (B) did not significant affect colonization
efficiency from several cells. Each curve, fitted using individual replicates as data points, corresponds to one aggregation strategy and

Figure 2.

contains two genetic strains [low aggregation strategy (7, 4A); medium aggregation strategy (D3, P); high aggregation strategy (E, Q)].
Mean ± SE for the two genotypes of each density per aggregation combination are shown. Points are staggered on the x-axis for clarity.

density provides individuals with more reliable information about
habitat quality than direct estimation of the quantity of resources
available (Clobert et al. 2009; Baguette et al. 2011; Rodrigues
and Johnstone 2014). While T. thermophila does use social information in dispersal decisions (Jacob et al. 2015b), further experiments that decouple the effects of crowding on movement
ability and cell condition from kin cooperation and competition,
for instance by manipulating co-operative molecules in the culture
media, are required to fully understand these patterns.
Overall, our results demonstrate the existence of conditional
dispersal decisions that depend on the interaction between aggregation strategy and social context. This result is in agreement
with theoretical work showing that this process can resolve the
cooperation-dispersal paradox and favor the evolution of cooperation (Pepper and Smuts 2002; Pepper 2007; Aktipis 2011).
cooperation-DEPENDENT DISPERSER PHENOTYPE

Specialized dispersal behaviors and morphs have been found in
co-operative species (Bourke and Franks 1995; O’Riain et al.
1996; Sinervo and Clobert 2003), which could help to resolve
the cooperation-dispersal paradox among kin (Schtickzelle et al.
2009). Here, we found that the phenotypes of dispersing cells
depend on the aggregation strategy of the genetic strains (Fig. 1B).
Dispersers from highly aggregative genotypes were small and
elongated, dispersers from low-aggregation genotypes were big
and round, and medium-aggregation genotypes showed an in-

termediate phenotype. In T. thermophila, small and elongated
cells show greater swim speed and straighter movements, and are
thought to be more efficient dispersers because of reduced resistance during movement (Stein and Bronner 1989; Fjerdingstad
et al. 2007; Schtickzelle et al. 2009; Pennekamp et al. 2014).
Our results suggest that highly aggregative genotypes develop
specialized dispersal morphs and thus would be able to disperse
longer distance, as expected for co-operators to escape regionally structured kin-based populations (Rousset and Gandon 2002;
Lion and Baalen 2008; Hatchwell 2009; Schtickzelle et al. 2009;
Bitume et al. 2013). In contrast, low-aggregation genotypes produced dispersers that were bigger and less elongated, with likely
reduced long distance dispersal ability but probably greater energetic reserves and competitive ability for establishment in a new
population (Fjerdingstad et al. 2007). Indeed, selection should
favor competitive ability during colonization in low co-operative
individuals, with no real advantage of longer distance dispersal.
Furthermore, we found that in both low and high-aggregative
genotypes, dispersers were the biggest and least elongated at
medium density (Fig. 1B), showing that disperser phenotype is
also a density-dependent plastic trait in this species.
cooperation AND COLONIZATION EFFICIENCY

While emigration is the most frequent focus of empirical work,
the fitness consequences of dispersal critically depend on the
ability of dispersers to settle and reproduce in the colonized
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Figure 3. Cell phenotype, cooperation strategy, and colonization efficiency from single founder cells. Each curve, fitted using individual
replicates as data points, corresponds to one aggregation strategy and contains two genetic strains [low aggregation strategy (7, 4A);
medium aggregation strategy (D3, P); high aggregation strategy (E, Q)]. Mean ± SE for the two genotypes of each density per aggregation

combination are shown.

habitat (Clobert et al. 2012). Since dispersing in groups of relatives
has been suggested to favor the evolution of cooperation (“budding dispersal”; Gardner and West 2006; Kümmerli et al. 2009),
we measured colonization efficiency both from single founder
cells and from a group of disperser cells. We found that highly
aggregative disperser cells showed significantly reduced colonization efficiency compared to low- and medium-aggregation
genotypes when colonization occurred from a single cell (Fig.
2A). The larger cell size of dispersers from low-aggregation
genotypes relative to highly aggregative ones may explain this
difference in single cell colonization success (Fig. 3), by providing advantages during colonization because of higher nutrient reserves or improved competitive abilities (Stein and Bronner 1989;
Fjerdingstad et al. 2007). The low colonization efficiency of a single cell in highly aggregative genotypes might also result from
a stronger need for cooperation during colonization (Christensen
et al. 1996, 2001; Gardner and West 2006; Kümmerli et al. 2009;
Schtickzelle et al. 2009).
When colonization occurred from a group of cells, highly aggregative genotypes were indeed as efficient as low-aggregation
genotypes (Fig. 2B), as would be expected if group dispersal
evolved with cooperation, allowing an escape from kin competition while maintaining the benefits of kin cooperation during dispersal (Gardner and West 2006; Kümmerli et al. 2009;
Schtickzelle et al. 2009). Our results suggest that cooperation be-
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tween kin might be required during transience and/or settlement
for co-operative individuals to efficiently colonize a new environment. The maintenance of cooperation in this species could
result from an increase in the colonization efficiency of highly
co-operative genotypes through group dispersal to levels similar
to genotypes with lower cooperation levels.
Kin competition has been found to positively affect colonization success in lizards (Cote et al. 2007). Here, we found
that, as in lizards, higher predispersal density increased colonization efficiency from a single founder cell in low-aggregation
genotypes, while it negatively affects colonization efficiency in
medium-aggregation genotypes. Furthermore, we found no significant effect of predispersal density on colonization efficiency
from a group of cells, suggesting that the potential costs and benefits of predispersal density on colonization from one cell did not
affect colonization efficiency when several cells arrived simultaneously in a new patch.

Conclusion
The interactions and potential coevolution between cooperation
and dispersal have been the focus of considerable theoretical work
since dispersal should reduce the value of cooperation among kin,
yet alleviate kin competition (Hamilton 1964; West et al. 2002;
Lion and Baalen 2008; Aktipis 2011; Parvinen 2013). Our results

C O O P E R AT I O N A N D T H E P L A S T I C I T Y O F D I S P E R S A L

provide experimental support for the hypothesis that dispersal
decisions vary according to an interaction between cooperation
strategy and social environment, a process that may help resolve
the conflicting pressures of kin-cooperation and kin-competition
(Pepper and Smuts 2002; Aktipis 2004, 2011; Pepper 2007). cooperation strategy governed how population density affected emigration and subsequently influenced the efficiency of dispersers
to colonize new environments. Furthermore, our results suggest
that cooperation between kin during transience and/or settlement
might be required for co-operative genotypes to be able to efficiently colonize new habitats after dispersal. Overall, the results
from these highly controlled experiments expand our knowledge
about the relationship between cooperation and dispersal, highlighting the role of cooperation in shaping nonrandom movements
of organisms across the landscape.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This study was supported by the ANR EVO-INF-ECOL and INDHET to
S.J. and J.C., Royal Society of New Zealand ISAT grant to P.W., ANR
Netselect to A.S.C., and ARC 10–15/031, F.R.S.-FNRS, and UCL-FSR
to N.S., D.L., and S.J. N.S. is Research Associate and D.L. is Postdoctoral Researcher of the F.R.S.-FNRS. This work is part of the Laboratoire
d’Excellence (LABEX) entitled TULIP (ANR-10-LABX-41) for S.J.,
A.S.C., M.H., and J.C., and is contribution BRC373 of the Biodiversity
Research Centre to which N.S., D.L., and S.J. are affiliated. A.S.C., P.W.,
S.J., and J.C. defined the research theme; A.S.C., P.W., and M.H. designed and performed the experiments. S.J., P.W., and N.S. performed
picture analyses, and S.J., P.W., and D.L. analyzed the data. S.J. wrote
the manuscript, and P.W., A.S.C., D.L., N.S., and J.C. contributed substantially to revisions.

DATA ARCHIVING
The doi for our data is 10.5061/dryad.n0d03.

LITERATURE CITED
Aktipis, C. A. 2004. Know when to walk away: contingent movement and the
evolution of cooperation. J. Theor. Biol. 231:249–260.
———. 2011. Is cooperation viable in mobile organisms? Simple walk away
rule favors the evolution of cooperation in groups. Evol. Hum. Behav.
32:263–276.
Alizon, S., and P. Taylor. 2008. Empty sites can promote altruistic behavior.
Evolution 62:1335–1344.
Baguette, M., J. Clobert, and N. Schtickzelle. 2011. Metapopulation dynamics
of the bog fritillary butterfly: experimental changes in habitat quality
induced negative density-dependent dispersal. Ecography 34:170–176.
Bitume, E. V., D. Bonte, O. Ronce, F. Bach, E. Flaven, I. Olivieri, and C.
M. Nieberding. 2013. Density and genetic relatedness increase dispersal
distance in a subsocial organism. Ecol. Lett. 16:430–437.
Bourke, A., and N. Franks. 1995. Social evolution in ants. Princeton Univ.
Press, Princeton.
Bowler, D. E., and T. G. Benton. 2005a. Causes and consequences of animal
dispersal strategies: relating individual behaviour to spatial dynamics.
Biol. Rev. Camb. Philos. Soc. 80:205–225.
———. 2005b. Causes and consequences of animal dispersal strategies: relating individual behaviour to spatial dynamics. Biol. Rev. 80:205–225.

Chaine, A. S., N. Schtickzelle, T. Polard, M. Huet, and J. Clobert. 2010. Kinbased recognition and social aggregation in a ciliate. Evol. Int. J. Org.
Evol. 64:1290–1300.
Christensen, S., and L. Rasmussen. 1992. Evidence for growth factors which
control cell multiplication in Tetrahymena thermophila. Acta Protozool.
31:215–219.
Christensen, S. T., C. F. Guerra, A. Awan, D. N. Wheatley, and P. Satir.
2003. Insulin receptor-like proteins in Tetrahymena thermophila ciliary
membranes. Curr. Biol. 13:R50–R52.
Christensen, S. T., K. Kemp, H. Quie, and L. Rasmussen. 1996. Cell death, survival and proliferation in Tetrahymena thermophila. Effects of insulin,
sodium nitroprusside, 8-Bromo cyclic GMP, NG-methyl-L-arginine and
methylene blue. Cell Biol. Int. 20:653–666.
Christensen, S. T., H. Sørensen, N. H. Beyer, K. Kristiansen, L. Rasmussen, and M. I. Rasmussen. 2001. Cell death in Tetrahymena thermophila: new observations on culture conditions. Cell Biol. Int. 25:509–
519.
Christensen, S., D. Wheatley, M. Rasmussen, and L. Rasmussen. 1995. Mechanisms controlling death, survival and proliferation in a model unicellular
eukaryote Tetrahymena thermophila. Cell Death Differ. 2:301–308.
Clobert, J., M. Baguette, T. Benton, and J. Bullock. 2012. Dispersal ecology
and evolution. Oxford Univ. Press, Oxford.
Clobert, J., J.-F. Le Galliard, J. Cote, S. Meylan, and M. Massot. 2009.
Informed dispersal, heterogeneity in animal dispersal syndromes and
the dynamics of spatially structured populations. Ecol. Lett. 12:197–
209.
Cornwallis, C. K., S. A. West, K. E. Davis, and A. S. Griffin. 2010. Promiscuity
and the evolutionary transition to complex societies. Nature 466:969–
972.
Cote, J., J. Clobert, and P. S. Fitze. 2007. Mother–offspring competition promotes colonization success. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 104:9703–
9708.
Crespi, B. J. 2001. The evolution of social behavior in microorganisms. Trends
Ecol. Evol. 16:178–183.
Csaba, G. 2012. The hormonal system of the unicellular Tetrahymena: a review
with evolutionary aspects. Acta Microbiol. Immunol. Hung. 59:131–
156.
Darch, S. E., S. A. West, K. Winzer, and S. P. Diggle. 2012. Density-dependent
fitness benefits in quorum-sensing bacterial populations. Proc. Natl.
Acad. Sci. 109:8259–8263.
Datta, M. S., K. S. Korolev, I. Cvijovic, C. Dudley, and J. Gore. 2013. Range
expansion promotes cooperation in an experimental microbial metapopulation. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 110:7354–7359.
Edelaar, P., A. M. Siepielski, and J. Clobert. 2008. Matching habitat choice
causes directed gene flow: a neglected dimension in evolution and ecology. Evolution 62:2462–2472.
El Mouden, C., and A. Gardner. 2008. Nice natives and mean migrants: the
evolution of dispersal-dependent social behaviour in viscous populations. J. Evol. Biol. 21:1480–1491.
Fjerdingstad, E. J., N. Schtickzelle, P. Manhes, A. Gutierrez, and J. Clobert.
2007. Evolution of dispersal and life history strategies—Tetrahymena
ciliates. BMC Evol. Biol. 7:133.
Fronhofer, E. A., T. Kropf, and F. Altermatt. 2015. Density-dependent movement and the consequences of the Allee effect in the model organism
Tetrahymena. J. Anim. Ecol. 84:712–722.
Gardner, A., and S. A. West. 2006. Demography, altruism, and the benefits of
budding. J. Evol. Biol. 19:1707–1716.
Griffin, A. S., and S. A. West. 2002. Kin selection: fact and fiction. Trends
Ecol. Evol. 17:15–21.
Griffin, A. S., S. A. West, and A. Buckling. 2004. Cooperation and competition
in pathogenic bacteria. Nature 430:1024–1027.

EVOLUTION 2016

9

S . JAC O B E T A L .

Hamilton, W. D. 1964. The genetical evolution of social behaviour. J. Theor.
Biol. 7:1–52.
Hamilton, W., and R. May. 1977. Dispersal in stable habitats. Nature 269:578–
581.
Hatchwell, B. J. 2009. The evolution of cooperative breeding in birds: kinship,
dispersal and life history. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. Lond. B. Biol. Sci.
364:3217–3227.
Hochberg, M. E., D. J. Rankin, and M. Taborsky. 2008. The coevolution of
cooperation and dispersal in social groups and its implications for the
emergence of multicellularity. BMC Evol. Biol. 8:238.
Irwin, A., and P. Taylor. 2000. Evolution of dispersal in a stepping-stone
population with overlapping generations. Theor. Popul. Biol. 58:321–
328.
Jacob, S., E. Bestion, D. Legrand, J. Clobert, and J. Cote. 2015a. Habitat matching and spatial heterogeneity of phenotypes: implications for
metapopulation and metacommunity functioning. Evol. Ecol. 29:851–
871.
Jacob, S., A. S. Chaine, N. Schtickzelle, M. Huet, and J. Clobert. 2015b. Social information from immigrants: multiple immigrant-based sources of
information for dispersal decisions in a ciliate. J. Anim. Ecol. 84:1373–
1383.
Jacob, S., J. Clobert, D. Legrand, N. Schtickzelle, and A. Chaine. 2016. Social information in cooperation and dispersal in Tetrahymena. Pp. 235–
252 in Witzany & Nowacki (Eds) Biocommunication of ciliates.
Springer International Publishing, Switzerland.
Keller, L., and K. G. Ross. 1998. Selfish genes: a green beard in the red fire
ant. Nature 394:573–575.
Kim, S.-Y., R. Torres, and H. Drummond. 2009. Simultaneous positive and
negative density-dependent dispersal in a colonial bird species. Ecology
90:230–239.
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