
© 2019 Academia Sinica, Taiwan

Open Access

Effect of Kleptoparasitic Ants on the Foraging 
Behavior of a Social Spider (Stegodyphus 
sarasinorum Karsch, 1891)
Ovatt Mohanan Drisya-Mohan*, Pallath Kavyamol, and Ambalaparambil Vasu Sudhikumar

Centre for Animal Taxonomy and Ecology, Department of Zoology, Christ College, Irinjalakuda, Kerala, India. 
*Correspondence E-mail:  drisyamohan2@gmail.com (Drisya-Mohan). E-mail (other authors): kavyamohan5540@gmail.com (Kavyamol);

 avsudhi@rediffmail.com (Sudhikumar)
Received 23 February 2018 / Accepted 23 December 2018 / Published 25 February 2019 
Communicated by John Wang

The term kleptoparasitism is used to describe the stealing of nest material or prey of one animal by 
another. Foraging and food handling behaviors of social spiders increase the vulnerability to klepto-
parasitism. Kleptoparasites of the social spider Stegodyphus sarasinorum Karsch 1891 were identified 
based on the observations done in the field. Four species of spiders and two species of ants were 
observed as kleptoparasites and collected from the nest and webs of this social spider. The ants were 
found to be the most dominant among them. The influence of a facultative kleptoparasitic ant, Oecophylla 
smaragdina on the foraging behavior of S. sarasinorum was studied in laboratory conditions. The 
experiments suggested that the web building behavior of S. sarasinorum was influenced by the exposure 
to ants. However, exposure to ants caused no significant effect in the prey capture, handling time of prey 
and prey ingestion behaviors of the spider.
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BACKGROUND

Kleptoparasitism is a type of feeding behavior, 
in which one animal steals the food or prey captured 
by another animal. Kleptoparasites feed on prey which 
could not be obtained by themselves without time and 
effort. There are chances for the kleptoparasites to be 
injured by the host organism (one being stolen from) 
when the latter defends its prey. Kleptoparasitic behavior 
is seen in a diverse array of taxa including marine 
invertebrates (Zamora and Gomez 1996; Morrissette 
and Himmelman 2000), spiders and insects (Higgins 
and Buskirk 1988; Field 1992), birds (Brockmann and 
Barnard 1979), large carnivores (Packer and Ruttan 
1988) and primates (Di Bitetti and Janson 2001).

Susceptibility to kleptoparasitism is affected by 
various characteristics of the organism’s behaviors 
include foraging and food-handling behaviors 
(Brockman and Barnard 1979; Giraldeau and Caraco 

2000). Kleptoparasites depend on high-quality food 
and it is available to them due to prolonged handling 
(Giraldeau and Caraco 2000). Lastly, the more 
conspicuous the hunting and food handling behaviors, 
the easier it is for the potential thieves to identify the 
opportunities for exploitation.

Among spiders, web-building spiders are frequent 
targets of kleptoparasites (Vollrath 1987). Web-building 
spiders are relatively sedentary, sit-and-wait type of 
predators and capture prey that is often larger than 
themselves and that takes time to consume. They usually 
store many prey items in the web or nest for future 
consumption (Champion de Crespigny et al. 2001). 
Social spiders built large sized web and capture large 
sized prey cooperatively. Due to these behaviors, social 
spiders are also an attractive resource for kleptoparasites.

A few species of spiders act as kleptoparasites 
along with insects like some scorpionflies (Thornhill 
1975) and ants (Henschel and Lubin 1992; Pasquet et 
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