Food for thought: Results from a survey of your garden bird feeding habits

Last summer, BBC Midlands Today teamed up with Dr Jim Reynolds of the University of Birmingham to launch a questionnaire. Its aim was to aid important ongoing research into the effects of supplementary feeding on Britain’s garden birds. Currently, an estimated 75% of UK households indulge in feeding birds at some point during the year. The results from this survey provided important further knowledge regarding bird feeding practices within the West Midlands. 

The questionnaire was launched against the backdrop of “novel and concerning findings” from researchers at the University of Birmingham who found that providing supplementary food to Blue and Great Tits in an area of woodland in north Worcestershire actually reduced the number of eggs laid and the number of offspring that hatched, compared with an area in the same woodland where no supplementary food was provided. 
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Whilst these findings are counter-intuitive and surprising, don’t set fire to your bird feeder just yet! You are not necessarily harming the birds you feed in your garden. Conversely, the majority of studies into the impact of supplementary feeding on the breeding success of small songbirds (including many familiar garden visitors such as Robins and Blackbirds) report either positive findings or no significant impact at all.  

With supplementary feeding studies throwing up such a mixed bag of results, currently it is difficult for academics and wildlife organisations to provide instructive, evidence-based bird feeding advice at this stage. More research is needed and last summer’s questionnaire, along with others like it, has the potential to provide valuable grassroots data that will add another piece to the bird feeding puzzle. So we at the University of Birmingham are thankful to all of you who completed last year’s questionnaire.

For those who did not, its aims were to determine: the broad demographics of bird feeding in the West Midlands; your motives to feed birds; your expenditure per week on bird food; the foods you provide; the timing of bird feeding; and the species of birds that are taking food from your feeders.

People of all ages responded in large flocks to the questionnaire. However, the age group with the largest number of respondents was 56-65 years old, followed by the 46-55 year olds (Fig. 2). This perhaps conforms to the common stereotype of ‘birders’ being middle-aged and the fact that the largest proportion of respondents stated that their occupation was “Retired” provides little to counter this!

With ever increasing urbanisation and 90% of the UK population living in towns or cities, it is no surprise that the majority of respondents to the questionnaire lived either in the outskirts of a city (35%), or in a town (33%).  The fact that so many households are feeding garden birds in suburban areas lends support to the idea that domestic gardens represent a significant habitat type for the birds of Britain. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of age classes of respondents to the bird feeding questionnaire run in the West Midlands in 2010 (n=692).

The enthusiasm and detail with which questionnaires were completed are testament to the pleasure brought to those in the West Midlands engaged in feeding garden birds – we hope that this reflects the national picture. However, what are the public’s motives behind feeding garden birds? Sixty-four per cent of respondents stated that they feed birds to “Benefit” them in contrast to 36% who engage in feeding to attract them to their gardens. We can take from this that the people of the West Midlands have a strong conservation ethic, and are largely motivated by the prospect of helping bird populations. 

The popularity of feeding garden birds is reflected in the profits generated from the sale of bird food and associated products such as feeders, nestboxes and bird baths. An estimated £282 million is spent per year on bird food in the UK alone. Results from the questionnaire illustrated that, on average, you spend £3.30 per week on bird food. Arguably, a small investment in exchange for the enormous pleasure gained from watching birds in your gardens. However, the untold consequences, both positive and negative, of such actions are yet to be fully revealed.

Overwhelmingly, 81% of respondents to the questionnaire feed garden birds all year round rather than in any one specific season (Fig. 3). This is in accordance with popular bird feeding advice given by wildlife organisations such as the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), and the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO). Whether this practice is carried out in response to such advice or simply on a ‘common sense’ basis is unclear, but it could potentially bode well for any future advice to be delivered by academics and wildlife organisations.
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Figure 3. Distribution of responses between the main seasons as to when the respondents to a bird feeding questionnaire in the West Midlands in 2010 fed birds (n=657).

The three most common bird species visiting your gardens were Blackbirds, Blue Tits and Great Tits. This is roughly in line with both RSPB and BTO information that places Blackbirds and Blue Tits in the top three most common bird species seen in the West Midlands at that time of year. 

Unfortunately, there are few concrete facts regarding the effects of feeding on our garden birds. So please don’t stop feeding the birds in your garden if you already do so. The pleasure it gives to so many should be classed as one of the many ‘ecosystem services’ to be enjoyed from biodiversity, as set out by the United Nations’ Millennium Ecosystem Assessment in 2004. 

Once again, we would like to express our deepest gratitude to all those who went to the trouble of completing last summer’s questionnaire, and who contributed to this important ongoing research.  

Chris Nichols and Jim Reynolds, School of Biosciences, The University of Birmingham.
Figure 1. Common garden birds including the Blue Tit feeding on peanuts, seeds and ‘fat balls’. (Photo: C. Nichols).





Key questionnaire statistics 


57% of respondents were ‘middle-aged’ (between the ages of 46-65). 


36% of respondents stated that their occupation was “Retired”.


35% of respondents live in the outskirts of a city and 33% live in a town.


64% of respondents feed birds to “Benefit them” while 36% feed birds to “Attract them”. 


The average amount spent per week on bird food by respondents is £3.30.


81% of respondents feed garden birds all year round.


Blackbirds, Blue Tits and Great Tits are the three most common species of bird seen in gardens in the West Midlands where bird feeding occurs.











