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In Brief
Recent advances in digital technology have revolutionized
the way birders find, share, and record sightings of rare
birds. These advances have greatly promoted twitching,
the act of making trips specifically to see previously re-
ported rare birds. As a practice, twitching has a downside
and an upside. On the negative side, twitches often result
in entries to citizen-science databases that cannot be
treated as unbiased bird counts or checklists. Unrecog-
nized twitching can produce misleading data on effort and
abundance. Twitching also raises ethical and aesthetic
questions about increased carbon footprints and traffic to
sensitive habitats, harassment of rare birds, and emphasis
on competition, commodification, and quantity of obser-
vations over diligence, consistency, and quality. On the
plus side, twitching generates unique spatial and tempo-
ral data on species and individuals. It can enhance bird-
ers’ skills and experiences, encourage participation and
collaboration, and provide positive feedback with the po-

tential to increase the overall quality and quantity of data
in citizen-science databases. 

It Starts With a Feeling...
Many birders know this feeling. You hear of a rare bird in
your area. It may be charismatic, cool, and “sexy,” or drab,
inconspicuous, and dirt common in its home range, but
what’s most important is that you’ve never seen one, and
neither have your birding friends. It isn’t on your life list,
year list, or county list. Maybe you’d never even heard of
it until yesterday, but now it’s the most fascinating species
around. This is the first time it’s been seen in your state or
province; it may never occur again in your lifetime. You
have a decision to make: Do you let it be a bird un-
watched, under-appreciated, in total anonymity, or do you
go seek it out, gawk at it, and gleefully slap it on your
eBird list?
The overwhelming temptation is to go for the latter op-

tion. You are about to embark on a twitch. If you weren’t
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   Twitcher

already a twitcher, you are now. Twitching is exploding in
popularity, with under-appreciated impacts on citizen-sci-
ence databases, birding, and wild birds themselves.
You get in your car, drive for an hour, and spend three

hours in the cold inspecting every branch in a scrubby sub-
urban park before finally locating your quarry. You raise
your bins to your eyes, and there it is: a successful twitch,
and a “countable” bird. What happens next is hard to de-
scribe, but usually the feeling can be summarized this way:
“Now what?” You stand there lamely and watch the bird
preen or sit demurely with its bill tucked under its wing
for a few minutes before you get a creeping feeling of bore-
dom, sometimes with a slight tinge of guilt—it’s just an-
other bird, after all. You look around somewhat
unenthusiastically for other birds. Your eyes are tired, the
adrenalin rush has worn you out, it’s getting dark, and you
head home. But it was great. You will post an update on
Surfbirds.com, you’ll phone your local Rare Bird Alert,
you’ll eBird the record, and you’ll tell your friends all about

   Twitcher

When this Willow Ptarmigan showed up in
southern Ontario in the early summer of 2011,
it was a sensation. it was a twitch—when birders
go to see a rare bird. The image above shows
only part of the crowd of twitchers lured to the
Darlington nuclear generating Station in south-
ern Ontario, where the ptarmigan was holed up.
What are the impacts of twitching—for science,
for conservation, and for the public image of
birding? This article, drawing on examples from
across Canada, takes a sympathetic look at the
pros and cons of an aspect of birding that has
exploded in the age of online social media.

Clarington, Ontario; June 2011. Photo by © Jean Iron.

Photo by © Jean Iron.
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it on Facebook tomorrow. But next time this species appears
this year, you probably won’t drive across town to go see it. 

Satisfying your Twitch
Twitching today is far easier than it has ever been. Recent tech-
nological developments—especially online social media—
have led to an enormous increase in resources for finding
previously sighted rare birds. These include Facebook posts
or status updates <facebook.com>, user-submitted news tid-
bits called Reddits <reddit.com>, tweets and Twitter feeds
<twitter.com>, eBird <eBird.org> “needs” alerts (see Sullivan et
al. 2009), local rare bird alerts and online groups, websites,
forums, blogs, instant messaging, and good old-fashioned
email. These can be updated almost instantly from many bird-
ing hotspots through cell phones, text messaging,
and smart phones. Rare sightings can also be rap-
idly confirmed and pinpointed using digital im-
ages with built-in GPS. Online maps enable
twitchers to find and access locations where birds

have been sighted, and if hundreds of other people are watch-
ing the same set of alerts, there are usually a dozen pairs of
binoculars focused on the bird you’re after by the time you get
to the place it was spotted.
What are the implications of this behavior for the integrity

of data in citizen-science databases such as eBird? And what
might ornithology and society gain from twitching? 

The Bad News about Twitching
Twitching can have a number of negative effects, resulting in
misleading or easily misinterpreted data; see summary side-
bar, p. 45. In the critique that follows, we focus specifically on
how twitching can affect the eBird database.
First, twitching can cause a dramatic and spurious increase
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a Citrine Wagtail—only the second ever recorded in
the new World—delighted twitchers during its long
visit to Comox, British Columbia, 2012–2013. in the
past, updates from a twitch could take hours or days;
today, with the ubiquity of the internet and the wide-
spread use of mobile devices, new information is in-
stantaneous. Comox, British Columbia; December 2012.
Photo by © Jeremy Gatten. Inset: The Comox Citrine
Wagtail; photo by © Ralph Hocken.



in the number of sightings and reports of a rare species. Sec-
ond, there is a distortion in reported effort, particularly when
the rare species is easy to find or frequenting a known or well-
described location. Twitchers may travel to the location of a
known sighting where they find 20 birders with binoculars
and scopes all pointed in the same direction, making it easy to
locate their quarry. They could potentially record two minutes’
effort to see a Great Gray Owl, which gives the wrong impres-
sion of the abundance or rarity of that species. Third, although
birders may report other species they see while twitching, they
are primarily looking for a certain type of bird. This creates a
bias for greater effort (or higher-quality effort) for certain taxa
or for certain habitats. For example, people looking for a rare
goose may report many geese (and perhaps ducks), but ignore
most songbirds and shorebirds; or people looking for a shore-
bird may not scan trees and avoid the forest.
Twitching can result in data that are not collected. Regularly

surveyed areas might be neglected when birders choose
to bird at a new location where they are more likely to see
a previously reported rare species. In general, the most
valuable data in citizen-science databases are gathered
through repeated, consistent coverage of limited areas by
the same birders. However, many rare birds are found by
a few highly experienced individuals who not only have

more sightings per effort (due to their superior skill), but who
also often put in high amounts of effort (Cole and Scott 1999).
To our knowledge, there are not yet formal ways of controlling
for this “more valuable” effort. One immediate improvement
might be the inclusion of a “twitch” button for eBird submis-
sions, which researchers could use to instantly flag data that
are potentially biased.
Twitching in particular and listing more generally often take

the focus away from diligent, consistent effort. Birds come to
be viewed as commodities (see Prior and Schaffner 2011). In
this light, consider the semantic shift from “I saw” to “I got” or
“I had” when describing the act of identifying and listing a new
bird. And listers sometimes stop at the act of identifying the
bird, rather than taking notes on behavior—an important ad-
ditional source of ecological information.
Twitching can dramatically increase the carbon footprint of

birding, although this impact has not been formally quanti-
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What is the meaning or significance of the new object of these
birders’ attention? What did the celebrated new Westminster
Red-flanked Bluetail really signify?—personal achievement?
vain folly? a biological phenomenon? a social experience? an
opportunity to promote birding? Twitching can mean many
things, and its effects on birding and, ultimately, avian welfare
are diverse and contrasting. NewWestminster, British Columbia;
January 2013. Photo by © Sandy McRuer. Inset: The New Westmin-
ster Red-flanked Bluetail. Photo by © Mike Tabak.
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fied. As a reaction to long-distance twitching, there has
emerged an interest in “Green Birding,” which attempts to
minimize the ecological and climate impacts associated with
birding, and twitching in particular (Floyd 2010, Smithson
2012, Rakestraw 2013). Negative environmental impacts can
also come from increased traffic causing trampling of vegeta-
tion and disturbance of sensitive habitats (see Şekercioğlu
2002, Steven et al. 2011).

A particularly direct impact of
twitching is harassment of birds (Şek-
ercioğlu 2002). Playing recordings of
predators or other birds, flushing, or
approaching birds can cost them en-
ergy, cause them to neglect preening
or foraging in favor of vigilance be-
havior, and may expose them to pred-
ators. The rarer and more attractive
the bird, the greater the interest and
harassment (Booth et al. 2011). Ex-
tremes include the baiting of owls or
raptors, or alerting predators to the
presence of nests or young (Şeker-
cioğlu 2002). Modern citizen-science
databases like eBird have incorpo-
rated safeguards by obscuring the lo-
cation of sightings of sensitive species.
Such an approach diminishes costs of
twitching, but negates potential ben-

efits. It also fails to engage birders as agents and stakeholders
of conservation. The ideal approach is to promote a responsi-
ble birding culture, with eventual consequences even for the
non-birding community.
Another concern is that twitching can cause negative rela-

tions and confrontations between birders and landowners
through trespassing, invasion of privacy, blocking traffic, and
concerns over sightings of endangered species on privately
owned land intended for agricultural use or development (see
Şekercioğlu 2002). In all situations, educated, courteous, and
responsible birders can build positive relationships with land
owners for mutual respect and advantage.

The Good News about Twitching
Twitching can also have many positive effects, summarized in
the sidebar, p. 45. For starters, it can provide detailed spatial
data on individuals. Detailed and repeated observations can tell
us about habitat and resource use, including how long indi-
viduals stay at particular sites. Observations of vagrants can
help us document such biological phenomena as invasion and
range expansion (see Parmesan in press). In the aggregate, data
on vagrants can help us understand the influence of weather
on vagrancy, migration, and dispersal.
Seeing how vagrants behave and adapt or fail in a novel en-

vironment can provide much-needed insight into how range
expansions and biological invasions succeed or fail. For ex-
ample, we might ask if rare birds interact with the environ-
ment in “normal” ways, despite the novel environments in
which they find themselves. Do they forage, flock with other
species, avoid predators, and defend territories as they do
within their normal ranges?
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Point Pelee is one of the premier birding hot spots in Canada, and
indeed in all of north america. in the upper image, twitchers are
on a Yellow-billed Cuckoo. note the bird flying away, to the left of
the trees. Was it eBirded? The same question applies to the Ruff
and Canada goose (lower image). The Ruff was surely eBirded; was
the Canada goose? The focus on single species among twitchers
can lead to biases in citizen-science databases like eBird.

Both photos from Point Pelee, Ontario; May 2003.
Photos by © Sandy McRuer.



More frequent observa-
tion of rare species or indi-
viduals can also generate
more and better data on
birds at the site of the
twitch. This is particularly
true for species that might
threaten or otherwise inter-
act with the rare species. For
example, Peregrine Falcons
and Cooper’s Hawks were
frequently noted in sightings
of a rare Tropical Kingbird in
Victoria, British Columbia,
in October 2012; the phrase
“chased by” was common in
eBird reports.
Despite concerns about

the quality of data outlined
above, twitching can im-
prove the quality and quan-
tity of data in several ways
(Cohn 2008). Increases in
the quantity of data alone
can reduce the statistical im-
pact of poor-quality data,
and allow researchers to
more easily identify unreli-
able or incorrect data.
Twitching can also increase
the quality of data because many twitchers desire to increase
their skill, experience, and familiarity with rare or unfamiliar
birds. The best way to do this is undoubtedly through first-
hand observation of birds in the field. Furthermore, increased
effort and scrutiny of certain areas leads to reports of birds that
would not otherwise be detected. This is the “Patagonia Picnic
Table Effect.” In the fall 2012 twitch for the Victoria Tropical
Kingbird, twitchers found both an Elegant Tern and a Lapland
Longspur, rare for the date and location.
Rarity chases tend to generate more photographs than reg-

ular birding. High-resolution photographs—often automati-
cally including digital information about date, time, and GPS
location—are valuable because they are permanent records
that can help to resolve the number of birds present by dis-
playing unique traits. Photos can also be used to assess the
age, sex, and condition of birds—information not typically re-
ported by most contributors to citizen-science databases. In
addition, photos provide incidental information about habitat
and behavior, such as the species of tree, part of the tree, and
density of trees in which a rarity is sitting or foraging.
Knowing when and where rare birds are sighted provides

information on habitat, which may highlight the conservation
value of such habitats. There can be an economic benefit, too
(Şekercioğlu 2002, Booth et al. 2011): A few rare birds can
cause an area to be considered a hot spot for years to come.
Finally, twitching promotes awareness of birds and of bird-

ing. Seeing new and charismatic birds can be exhilarating,
even for non-birders or casual birders (Cole and Scott 1999).
A group of even a handful of people with binoculars—some
twitches attract hundreds of birders—is bound to generate
some questions or discussion within the local populace.
Twitches are a great venue for hooking curiosity seekers, for
teaching them to bird responsibly, and for reaping the benefits
of a growing birding community. 

Toward a Birding Democracy
Since its launch in 2002, eBird has grown exponentially (see
Sullivan et al. 2009), and has begun to replace local and re-
gional rare bird alerts (RBAs) and listserves. In the past, RBAs
were typically administered by individuals or small organiza-
tions—sometimes with the involvement  of large egos and ex-
cessive personalities! Today’s crowdsourced systems have the
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Negative and Positive Effects of Twitching for Ornithology, Birding, and Society

Negative Effects
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Misleading or easily misinterpreted data, particularly related to effort and abundance. 
• Overemphasis on (statistical bias toward) rare species.
• increased risk of incorrect identifications by inexperienced or over-zealous birders.
• Emphasis on listing and regarding birding as a sport, and birds as objects, rather

than appreciating birds for their intrinsic value.
• increased carbon footprint of birding and increased trampling of vegetation and

disturbance of sensitive habitat.
• Harassment of birds, particularly by inexperienced photographers or birders.
• negative relations or confrontations between birders and landowners.

Positive Effects
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
• Unique and intensive data with focus on individuals and rarities.
• Spillover effect (observations of common species, or discovery of other rare

species through increased effort).
• improved identification skills and confirmation of sightings.
• Promotion of participation and contribution through competitive spirit and

challenge, which can generate more and better data.
• Justification for conservation of rare species and habitats; promotion of

eco-tourism; income for parks and natural areas.
• Permanent documentation (photos, videos, audio recordings), and opportunities

for education.
• increased public awareness of birds and birding; outreach to new birders. 
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potential to be more rapid, more reli-
able, more accessible, and more demo-
cratic. They also provide a potentially
powerful platform for disseminating in-
formation about how to bird responsi-
bly, giving people the information they
need to make choices about how to
minimize the negative impacts and
maximize the benefits of birding.
Given the advent of social media and

digital technology, what will the bird-
ing community look like in the future?
In our opinion, social media has
opened birding, making it more acces-
sible and attractive to a younger crowd.
Some worry that these developments
are alienating older, more-experienced
birders. Our experience, however, is
that many older birders have been
among the first to embrace social
media to better pursue and share their
passion for birding. Besides, the very
nature of birding ensures that it cannot
be done entirely online. Twitchers must
eventually go out in public to physi-
cally see the birds they twitch. Twitch-
ing provides the venue at which we
invariably see familiar faces and are in-
troduced to people whose names are
familiar from eBird and online forums.
Being in the field allows us to engage
in discussions that reinforce the pre-
cepts of ethical birding. If you’re out-
side for a walk in the park and see a
group of twitchers, please stop by and
introduce yourself; we’d be happy to
chat.
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