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Mixed Species Groups:
Why do some fish hang out with the wrong crowd?

Have you watched Bridgerton? Women dressed their
absolute best, drifting through crowded ballrooms, trying
to attract well-suited bachelors. Men trotting about with a
strange sense of confidence, assessing, judging, and
bowing. And then, in the same space, are the women who
want absolutely nothing to do with this whole spectacle
and dramedy and would much rather go home, read a book,
or stare at something joyful... maybe at a poodle...or a
poodle gazing at a muffin, or something like that. These
women try their best to mingle with the crowd, but for very
different reasons- they would rather be invisible or
disappear entirely just to avoid being approached by
someone. I have a strong suspicion that this idea was
picked up by some fish species long before we did.

Underwater, on coral reefs, fish rarely swim alone. Instead,
they form shifting, restless crowds... colourful, chaotic, and
often completely mismatched. Surgeonfish cruise alongside
parrotfish, fusiliers weave through schools of damselfish,
and species that don’t look, move, or behave alike still
choose to travel together. At first glance, it almost looks
social. Like a very elaborate underwater gathering where



everyone has shown up uninvited but decided to stay anyway. Not unlike the carefully chaperoned social scenes of Regency-
era England, where presence in a crowd was less about choice and more about being seen, whether you liked it or not.

But this isn’t about friendship or social networking. It's about not being singled out.

Predators, unlike awkward men at Regency balls, don't get overwhelmed by social cues, but they do rely heavily on focus. In a
mixed-species group, that focus becomes harder to maintain. Different body shapes, sizes, colours, and swimming styles
overload a predator’s visual system, making it difficult to lock onto one individual. This phenomenon is called the confusion
effect, and it does exactly what it promises. It confuses. And disrupts and delays. And sometimes, that tiny delay is all it takes
for a fish not to become lunch. Stripes, spots, and sudden directional changes amplity this eftfect. In a crowd, outlines blur,
movement overlaps, and the individual disappears into the collective.

[f that wasn't enough, these groups come with another advantage - vigilance. If you've ever met Professor Alastor (Mad-Eye)
Moody, from the Ministry of Magic in the U.K, you'll know he lives by one rule: constant vigilance. Reet fish, it turns out, are
excellent students of this philosophy. When multiple species move together, there are simply more eyes scanning the reetf.
Someone always notices something first- a shadow or perhaps, a sudden tlicker. With more eyes scanning the reef, predators
are detected earlier, giving the group time to respond. Even species with poorer vision benetit from the alertness ot others,
reacting to sudden shifts in behaviour that signal danger.

Teamwork is dream work, friends! It's less “every fish for itself” and more “if one of us panics, we all panic”, and that works out
surprisingly well. By playing group hide-and-seek, fish reduce the risk of surprise attacks from below, behind, above or from
anywhere out of the blue! We've all seen enough underwater movies to know that the ocean does not believe in fair play.

Now, have you ever lived with flatmates? Everyone uses the same kitchen at the same time, but no one is really cooking the
same meal. Someone’s chopping vegetables, someone’s frying eggs, someone’s just standing there trying to choose a playlist
while figuring out what to cook. It looks coordinated... maybe even choreographed... chaos. Sometimes, when one flatmate is
unwell, another might share what they've made or bring back extra food from a diner.

Reet fish operate in a surprisingly similar way.

































Don't forget to write to us!

Drop us an email with your feedback and suggestions.
Send us your artwork and articles on marine wildlife.
Share your work on marine research and conservation with us.

You may get teatured in our next issue!

Nt Justl Zoup
4/ 4/ shark stories, turtle tales and more...



Stay updated on the marine world by subscribing to Not Just Soup!
You can also reach out to us at marinetlagships@dakshin.org.
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