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PhD Thesis Review  – Lucie Diblíková (2023): Yellowhammer dialects and citizen 

science 

By: Pavel Linhart  

 

The thesis by Lucie Diblíková contains an introduction and five chapters. Lucie is the main author 

on one published paper and one submitted manuscript. She significantly contributed to the other 

three published papers as well, including one paper based on external collaboration which did not 

involve her supervisor. These were all published in respected journals. She also co-authored 

another, sixth, paper that was unfortunately retracted (not by Lucie’s fault).  

 

The Introduction  is longer than usual but very well written overall, grabbing the attention of 

reader. It rather reads as a documentary novel. This is due to the personal view on the evolution 

of the project. The reader can feel the enthusiasm for the project, which is quite surprising 

regarding the large time delay since the beginning of the project in 2011 (assuming that Intro was 

written as the last part before submission of thesis as usual) . The Introduction also gives good 

information about problematic of citizen science project (CS).  

 

However, it is also true that it fails to introduce the reader deeper in the second main topic of the 

thesis – dialects in general, as well as it lacks more specific information about dialects in 

Yellowhammers. This would already be beneficial here for better understanding of some parts of 

the Introduction text. The Introduction also fails in providing a good link between the chapters, 

their overall summary and assessment, which I think should be present.  For example, it would be 

possible to include some synthesis on how the dialects might be assessed and classified (CH2 , 

CH3 and CH5) and about the development of the approach over the course of the PhD. 

 

Chapter 1 is a nice outcome from the conference symposium on using citizen science project for 

wildlife research. It presents several case studies and provides brief overview of the topics, tools, 

and prospects related to the citizen science. It is only a pity that case studies are treated 

independently, and authors did not attempt for more thorough synthesis of their experience. For 

example, it seems that one common challenge would be the underestimation of manpower (or 

costs associated with manpower, specialists), but this was not always explicitly stated as a 

challenge (e.g., the case of CDY as well as mentioned in the Introduction). Also, the listed projects 

targeted different types of communities (CDY – volunteer ornithologists, farmers, high school 

students, general public) and specific needs and challenges linked to those communities could be 

maybe better explained.  

 

Chapter 2 is based on past classifications of dialects from different published studies as well as on 

recordings collected from sound archives. It summarizes the occurrence of the Yellowhammer 

dialects (YHD) across Europe and brings the evidence that western and eas tern division of major 

dialect types is not valid from the perspective of current distribution s of dialects.  

 

Chapter 3 is based on the results of the CDY project. It presents the detail description of 

distribution of YHD in Czechia. The study brought some very interesting results, for example, 

described some clusters of rare dialects with very limited distribution, and the evidence that 
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mixed singers combining two dialect variants occur on dialect boundaries.  The study also 

introduces speculations about the original classification of dialects and existence of continuous 

rather than discrete differences between some dialect types.  

 

Chapter 4 represents very interesting and innovative link between the research of song dialects 

and biological invasions although I consider the conclusions speculative.   

 

Chapter 5 is the only chapter in form of a manuscript  (submitted, journal not stated). In this 

paper, Lucie applied quantitative analysis to dialect types to see if there is objective support for 

earlier personal classification of dialect types. The title sounds promising, but I was confused and 

disappointed that dialect boundaries were re -evaluated just for one major dialect type and two 

dialect types that seem to be related to the major one (acoustic structure and geographical 

position at the border of the main one) and of minor importance due to their limited geographical 

distribution. Therefore, the study seems to be addressing very minor problem, hard to generalize 

to other cases. I had many specific comments that I attached to authors in separate document  in 

case they would like to use them during the publication process . Briefly, I missed some 

methodological details important for the results, I think some aspects of presentation of results 

are confusing. Discussion misses some final solution of the problem. How we should classify 

dialects, should we split or lump? I think the paper could be very much improv ed by at least 

including some other dialect boundary between, for example, two major dialect types to provide 

the scale for the observed differences.  Would the clustering still hold? Would there be also some 

transitional forms on other dialect boundaries that were overlooked due to obvious differences in 

acoustic structure? Is variation larger at the boundaries compared to core areas? Missed 

opportunities… However, I can see that the dataset is already really large, and I appreciate the 

work that has been done. 

 

Overall assessment.  I will first spit a few poisonous words.  Included studies are rather descriptive 

and for me it was surprising and impressive to find out, that, even nowadays, you can avoid 

(almost) any statistics in the biological PhD thesis. I had an impression that most of the results 

were discussed mostly in the context of Yellowhammers. Very little effort, in my opinion, was 

made to provide broader perspective and discussion on how Yellowhammers fit within theories 

related to dialects, their function and evolution and to explain observed patterns. The data 

collected within the thesis would definitely deserve that.  

 

On the other hand, I am quite sure this will happen in future . The DCY was highly successful 

project and Lucie, as far as I know, crucially contributed to this success with her enthusiasm, 

dedication to a project, and creativity. The collected dataset is huge and unique in the global 

context and offers new avenues for research of song dialects, cultural evolution and related 

phenomena. Resulting papers were based on impressive sample sizes , they were analyzed with 

appropriate and well described methods and brought novel insights and ideas. Moreover, Lucie 

was able to reach the people outside the research community which may be much ha rder than 

publishing in research journals. It was pleasure for me to review her thesis . It fulfills all necessary 

requirements to proudly grant PhD. degree for a candidate.   
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Specific questions and comments to chapters (suggestions – depending on time available): 
 

INTRODUCTION  

• You compare the approach of the Dialects of Czech Yellowhammers (DCY) to task list of 

citizen science project guideline posed by Pettibone et al. 2016 (Fig 8 p 29). You find some 

limitations of DCY.  

o P28: “However, I feel that we could have focused more on the benefits for society, 

and the project could have had an even greater impact in disseminating the 

knowledge about the problems of the birds in the countryside.” – I do not know. 

How you think this could be done? Don’t you think this might be maybe too 

distant and consequently harming the clear message of the project?  

o P28: “Secondly, data collection and storage proved more difficult than we had 

anticipated, and this could be better planned in advance., so that the data would 

still be relevant and easily accessible for follow-up research in the future.” – I 

agree. Did you manage to solve this issue? Are the data accessible now?  

o The task list is basic and somewhat trivial. It probably does not make a good and 

successful CS project. What about other points important for successful CS project 

in which, I think, you were extremely successful: keep it easy, make hype (in a 

good sense), be enthusiastic and expect to put in lot of extra effort, make it fun… 

There might likely be many more… Aren’t they more important? 

 

CH1 

• Do you believe / have evidence that collecting Yellowhammer recording really motivated  

people to go outside (Table 1). More generally, do you think that the online tools and CS 

projects do have this power to increase number of people interested in nature?  

 

CH2 

• The acoustic structure of B and X groups still seem to be qualitatively different, and they 

both cover large areas in Europe with B being dominant in the east and X in the west. Is 

anything known about the genetic structure of Yellowhammer populations, and could B 

and X point to shared history?  

CH3 

• In the discussion, I missed more detailed parts comparing the patterns found in YH to 

other species. For example, my impression would be that occurrence of established same 

dialects far away from each other (e.g. Bornholm and Czechia; occurrence of rare XsBC 

across Europe, XlB on far East – judging from yellowhammers.net), or existence of larger 

continuous areas mixed with small limited dialect patches is quite unusual pattern and 

beg for comparison and explanation (or re -evaluation of dialect classification). Do you 

have any ideas how these patterns could emerge?  

CH4 

• Is the emergence of the same type dialects in different parts of the world so unlikely?  

How did, for example, XlBs got to far East? Are these really the same dialects?  
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CH5 

• Explain why you chose the three dialects in the study  (BE, BD, BlBh), why you did not 

focus on transitions between the major dialects such as XIB, BC and BE. In the CH3 you 

also speculate about pooling the XsB and XlB dialects. Why not those?  

• In the CH3 Results you state that neither BD nor BlBh  follow patterns expected for true 

dialect because of their scatterd patterns. I wonder if the “new BD” would follow the 

expected pattern better (I do not think so)?  

• In case of the three studied dialects you measured the frequency offset between two last 

syllables (B and E syllables) and focused on E syllable in more detail, but why did not you 

included also the frequency and duration of B syllable? Could it play any role? It is 

important in classification of other dialect types  (X vs B groups). 

• In the Fig 3c, I can see three clusters (BD does not mix with BlBh. If I accept 

reclassification to only two new dialect types, the division between new BlBh and new BE 

is only based on bandwidth. Why offset is used in Table 1 as a criterion to divide them?  

 

 

 

Pavel Linhart, Budyně, 15. 3. 2023   ………………………………………………………  
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