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Introduction

This summer, I went to a zoo camp. While at camp, one of my favorite animals to see were the African Wild Dogs. African 
Wild Dogs live mostly in northern and sub-Saharan Africa and because of things like habitat fragmentation, conflict with 
humans, and infectious diseases, the African Wild Dog is an endangered species. In fact, there are fewer than 6,000 African 
Wild Dogs in the world today. 
In camp we learned that normally African Wild Dogs have between 7 and 15 members in their pack, with one alpha male 
and one alpha female leading the pack. Pack members are social and they communicate by sneezing, touching and making 
sounds. The pack takes care of its weaker and smaller members. 
However, the zoo I visit has a pack with only four female African Wild Dogs. I thought this was strange because I thought 
dog packs were supposed to have an alpha male. This made me wonder, “Are the dogs more aggressive because there are no 
males  and can I identify which dog is the pack leader?” 



Primary Question and Hypotheses

 Primary Question- Can we identify the pack alpha of an all female pack?  How much of the wild dog’s behavior is 
social, aggressive, or solitary?

Hypothesis-
 African Wild Dogs’ behavior will be social and more than half of their social behavior will be aggressive. Also their behavior 
will change based on the time of day. As I observe the African Wild Dog Pack, I predict that I will be able to determine the 
Alpha based on behavior.



Variables

Independent Variable: Time of day

Dependent Variable: Behavior 

Controlled Variable: The pack of Wild Dogs 
I limited my project to this one group of African Wild Dogs. 



Methods and procedures 
Before going to the zoo:

1.I planned for 12 observation visits: 4 in the morning when the zoo first opened; 4 during lunchtime; and 4 during the evening 
right before the zoo closed. I recruited members of my family to help conduct observations. 

2.I printed out 4 ethogram- data collection sheets for each visit, so a total of 48 sheets. 
3.I gathered 4 pencils and one stopwatch and 4 clipboards.

At the zoo, and at the wild dog exhibit:
1.I Identified the dogs by their markings and assigned each one a name and a description (Dog A, Dog B, Dog C, and Dog D).  
2.I assigned a data collector (family member) to each dog
3.I set a timer for 30 minutes 
4.Each observer wrote a description of their assigned dog’s behavior on their data collection sheet once every minute for 30 

minutes. 
5.I collected the data collection form from all observers 
6.I repeated this process 11 times.

After the zoo at home:
1.I created a Google sheet form, and entered the data from the data collection forms
2.I assigned the behaviors we observed into categories: solitary, social, submissive, off-exhibit, and aggressive.
3.At the end of all the observations I added up all the types of categories of all the behaviors for each dog and for each time of day 

(morning, midday and afternoon).



Examples of Behaviors



Results and data visualizations



More of the Results

● Dog B was the only dog with no submissive behaviors shown

Dog



Results



This is Grommie (below) and Cricket (right) 

Pictures taken by student during observation



 
This is Terra

Pictures taken by student during observation

This is Sandy



Discussion and Interpretation  
● I  identified the four dogs: Grommie, Cricket, Terra, and Sandy.  

○ Grommie was identified as the dog with darkest coloring
○ Cricket had a black stripe on her face and the most yellow coloring 
○ Terra had a white patch on her back
○ Sandy had the darkest tail with the least amount of white markings

● My team made 1,444 behavior observations.  
● The most frequently observed behavior was “travel as a pack.” 

○ This is what we called it when the dogs ran in a line around their exhibit like they were running a lap. 
○  I thought this strengthened their pack bonds so I put it in the social category.   

● The second behavior I saw the most was when the dogs moved around their exhibit alone.  
○ I called this solitary because the dog was not interacting with other pack members.  

● The third behavior we saw most often was rest- which was when I saw the dogs laying down, but not asleep.  
○ Sometimes this behavior was solitary, when the dog was alone
○ Sometimes it was social, when the dogs rested together.  
○ I recorded rest as social when it was with another pack member and solitary when the dog was alone. 



Discussion (continued)
● I categorized all the observed behaviors into five categories: aggressive, social, solitary, submissive, and 

off-exhibit (when the dogs were not present in the area of their habitat open to viewing).  
○ 943 observations as social (65%), 
○ 355 observations as solitary, (25%),  
○ 71 observations as aggressive (5%), and 
○ 10 observations as submissive (1%).  
○ The dogs were off exhibit for 66 observations (5%).   
○ Cricket showed the most aggressive behavior (30 observations), 
○ Grommie showed the least (6 observations). 

● I found time of day did affect the dogs’ behaviors.  
○ I observed more social behaviors in the morning, 
○ I observed more solitary behavior at midday,
○  I observed more aggressive behavior in the afternoon.  



Implications and ideas of the future
My observations supported my hypothesis that more than half of their behavior would be social and that the time of day would 
affect their behavior. However, my hypothesis that half of their social behavior would be aggressive was not supported by my 
observations. 
My observations can give us information about the behavior of African wild dogs in captivity and how they work as a pack.  
The behavior we saw the most often was a social behavior we called traveling as a pack.  This behavior is probably similar to 
what they do in the wild.  Based on what I  learned about how they live in the wild,  this behavior also probably makes their 
pack bond.  
I was able to identify which dog had the most dominant behavior, Dog B, aka Cricket.  When we talked to the zookeepers after 
we finished our last visit, they also thought she was the leader of the pack.  
I also found differences in the dogs’ behavior in the morning, mid-day and afternoon.  The dogs were more social in the 
morning, and more aggressive in the afternoon.  This might have been because of the weather or boredom.  I did my project 
during the winter and the mornings were cold. I could try doing this project again in the spring or summer and chart the type of 
weather to see if weather affected behavior.
I think zoos can help support less aggressive social behavior in the African wild dogs by giving them problems to solve as a 
group, like my dog’s puzzle toys, especially in the afternoon. 
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