
&p.1:Abstract Individual foraging specializations are an im-
portant source of intraspecific variability in feeding strat-
egies, but little is known about what ecological factors
affect their intensity or development. We evaluated stom-
ach contents in marked individual largemouth bass (Mi-
cropterus salmoides) and tested the hypothesis that diet
specialization is most pronounced during periods with
high conspecific densities. We collected diet data over
10 years from an unexploited population of largemouth
bass that displayed a greater than threefold variation in
density. Although diet composition of the aggregate bass
population did not change during the study, bass body
condition was inversely correlated with population size.
Individual marked bass exhibited high diet consistency
(diet overlap between successive captures) during years
with high population densities. Diet overlap between
randomly assigned pairs of bass was not correlated with
population size. We did not detect the expected positive
relationship between diet breadth and population size.
Our analyses demonstrate that population responses to
density changes may represent the sum of many unique
individual foraging responses and would be obscured by
pooled sampling programs. Behavioral flexibility of indi-
viduals may contribute to the ability of largemouth bass
to function as a keystone predator in many aquatic com-
munities.
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Introduction

Among the basic tenets of modern biology is that indi-
viduals are unique entities whose characteristics are de-
termined by their genetic makeup, physiology and be-
havior (Lomnicki 1988). Behavioral and morphological
variation among individuals of a species can have impor-
tant effects on intra- and interspecific interactions in eco-
logical communities (Lomnicki 1988; DeAngelis and
Gross 1992). Much of the intraspecific variation among
individuals in foraging behavior, habitat selection, and
migration patterns is attributable to differences in age
(reviewed by Polis 1984), sex (e.g., Selander 1966;
Schoener 1967; Keast 1977; Mushinsky et al. 1982) and
body size (Keast 1977; Mushinsky et al. 1982; Polis
1984; Werner and Gilliam 1984; Ebenman and Persson
1988). Fishes provide extreme examples of intraspecific
ecological variation because of their enormous changes
in body size during their lifetime (Werner and Gilliam
1984).

Foraging behaviors of fishes often exhibit consider-
able intraspecific variation that cannot be accounted for
by size, age, or sex of individuals. Although this level of
intraspecific variation is often treated as statistical noise
(Ringler 1983), much of the observed variation in forag-
ing tactics can be explained by foraging specializations
of individuals (Ringler 1983; Magurran 1986). Some for-
aging specializations are associated with trophic poly-
morphisms (Robinson and Wilson 1994). Other individu-
al foraging specializations not associated with trophic
polymorphisms can be quite pronounced and sustained
over relatively long periods (Bryan and Larkin 1972;
Ringler 1983; Magurran 1986).

Despite the importance of intraspecific variation to
population dynamics (Lomnicki 1988), foraging models
(Werner et al. 1981) and evolutionary models of specia-
tion (Van Valen 1965, Maynard Smith 1966), little is
known of how intraspecific variation in foraging tactics
among individuals changes as a density-dependent pro-
cess. Individual differences or specialization in foraging
tactics may be especially important during times of in-
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