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Zahavi’s contribution to the understanding of the signal evolution is vital to our understanding of animal

communication. Equally important is his impact on the field of sociobiology with respect to the evolution

of altruistic behaviour. The classic reproduced here was originally written two decades ago as a chapter

in the book ‘Evolutionary Ecology’. In this book chapter Zahavi makes a strong case for the Handicap

Principle that he had proposed in 1975. He reasons that a signalling system can only evolve if the signals

are reliable and receivers respond to the signals. Receivers will continue to respond to signals if doing so

benefits them. If, however, in responding to certain signals the receivers are harmed, then over evolutionary

course of time it is expected that they will cease to respond to such signals. So far so good, but it is not hard

to understand that the real difficulty lies in evaluating whether a signal is reliable or not in the first place.

Zahavi’s Handicap principle posits that the fool-proof test of reliability of a signal lies in the cost of signal

production. Only costly signals are likely to be reliable and receivers must respond only to such signals. In

this classic, Zahavi argues that the evolution of communication systems must be driven by mutual benefit

conferred to the parties involved (the sender and the receiver) in a signalling system and that this holds true

not only when the interests of the parties converge (as in the case of signalling between kin) but even when

interests diverge or even oppose each other (as in the case of signalling between prey and predator)..
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∗ Reproduced with permission from SpringerNature, Zahavi A. (1977) Reliability in
communication systems and the evolution of altruism. In: Stonehouse B., Perrins C.
(eds) Evolutionary Ecology, Palgrave, London.
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