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RESUMO 

Herbivory plays an essential role in coral reef ecosystems. Nominally herbivorous fish (HERB) 

contribute to coral settlement, sediment transport, and energy flow, transferring energy from 

primary production to higher trophic levels. Despite being less studied in terms of diet, 

omnivorous fish (OMNI) are generalists and may play important roles in algal consumption, 

influenced by various factors. Therefore, I investigated the herbivory performed by OMNI in 

reef environments to assess the redundancy and complementarity of these fish compared to 

herbivores and to understand the circumstances under which they primarily fulfill this function. 

A systematic review was conducted, compiling studies that demonstrated OMNI performing a 

herbivorous role. A total of 58 studies were selected, which analyzed foraging behaviors 

experimentally or in situ, as well as stomach contents, including relevant literature data. Twelve 

families were examined, the most common being Ephippidae, Pomacentridae, Sparidae, and 

Labridae. The items consumed were categorized into groups for better understanding, with the 

main categories being macroalgae (43%), animal matter (36.5%), others (including sediment, 

detritus, seagrass, and unidentified material; 17.5%), and turf (2%). Interestingly, OMNI often 

act as predators of herbivorous invertebrates while simultaneously consuming algae in the same 

niches. Additionally, OMNI can play a unique complementary role to HERB, whether by 

controlling invasive plant species or by reversing phase shifts from algae-dominated stages back 

to coral dominance. Factors influencing OMNI in fulfilling this role may be ontogenetic, 

geographic, environmental (i.e. impacts), or simply based on food resource availability. 
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