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Behavioral Study of Sociality in Captive Elephants
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I assessed the individual differences in behavior of 75 Asian and African savannah elephants via a
personality assessment by their keepers and looked at the factors relating to their personality. I
distilled the elephants’ behavioral tendencies into five personality dimensions. I also looked into
physiological differences, searching for genetic polymorphisms in genes expressed in the brain that
have been suggested to be related to personality traits. The acheate-scute homologs 1 (4SH1) genotype
was associated with neuroticism in Asian elephants and subjects with short alleles had lower scores of
neuroticisms than those with long alleles.

I observed a group of captive female Asian elephants in Thailand with a focus on the functions of
tactile behaviors. The Asian elephants usually touched one another with their trunks shaped either in
a U-type or an S-type shape. The S-type touch was observed mainly when the individuals touched the
lips of other individuals; however, this behavior was occasionally observed in agonistic contexts, where
it appeared to be a mock threat, particularly among adults. In contrast, the U-type touch was more
frequently observed when the subjects were disturbed and there was a need for reassurance.
Therefore, I suggest that S-type touch may be similar to visual threat displays in other mammals.

Next, I recorded variations in the frequencies of appeasement and aggressive behaviors between
pairs and analyzed them using social network analysis. The subjects only developed close relationships
with a limited number of individuals. The results showed that individuals that had been in the group
for a long time seemed to play a meaningful role in affiliative relationships across the group,
suggesting the importance of knowledge about the relationships between group members. In addition,
it was possible that the backgrounds of each individual affect to the way of making relationships.

Finally, I recorded all the social behaviors of each focal animal and took note of the distances
between them and their mahouts every minute. I found that the subjects that maintained close
proximity to their mahouts for longer periods had fewer interactions with other individuals.

This study demonstrated a high socio-cognitive ability in elephants that might be comparable with
that of primates. I also revealed characteristics of social relationships between female Asian elephants
and suggested a difference in sociality between elephant species. The results regarding mahout—
elephant relationships suggested that the manner in which caretakers made their relationships with

their elephants was significant for the successful management of captive elephants.
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