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Unveiling the process and mechanism of insular dwarfism in large mammals
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Dwarfism in large mammals on islands is a well-known phenomenon. However,
the process involved remains unclear because of the difficulty in comparing animals under controlled
factors in natural environment. Here, we examined the life history of cervids isolated for
different periods on Japanese islands of various sizes. We detected a transitional change in the
life histories of deer from mainland to insular populations; deer on the smaller island exhibited a
slower growth rate and a more shrunken body size. Two fossil dwarf deer on an island exhibited even
slower body growth and live for a surprisingly long time given their small body size, implying that
they may have shifted their life history toward a K-strategy in stable but resource-limited insular

environments without predators. These results show how large mammals adapt to island environments by
modifying their life histories.
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