
Birth origin affects the development of stereo-

typic behaviour in captive wild animals 

 

 

This study looks at how the “birth ori-

gin” of wild animals affects their like-

lihood of engaging in stereotypic be-

haviour, their degree of 

“perseveration” (inappropriate behav-

ioural repetition), how active they are, 

and their levels of fear/anxiety. “Birth 

origin” means whether they are born 

in the wild and then captured, or born 

in captivity. The model used was the 

African striped mouse, Rhabdomys.  
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The aim of captive breeding is to save and 

study the characteristics of wild animals, 

but captive-born animals differ behav-

iourally and physiologically from wild 

members of the same species. Therefore, 

this research would be of interest to re-

search ethologists or veterinarians 

who use captive wild animals to try and 

understand free-living wild animals. This 

study has suggestions for zoo keepers 

and zoo curators worried about abnor-

mal behaviour in their animals. Scien-

tists using captive-born animals to model 

behaviour or physiological processes of 

wild-caught animals would also benefit 

from this research.  

 

W hat is this research about? 

H ow can you use this research? 

Birth origin (wild-caught or captive-

born) is a significant predictor of the 

level of stereotypic behaviours, as well 

as perseveration, activity levels, and 

fear/anxiety. Captive bred animals 

have better welfare than animals cap-

tured from the wild, but they may 

have impaired brain development.  
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The researchers analyzed the relationship 

between birth origin, and individual levels 

of stereotypic behaviour, perseveration, 

stress, and activity. Perseveration is a form 

of reduced behavioural flexibility, shown 

as the tendency to repeat actions inappro-

priately and persistently. It was measured 

by studying the behaviour of the mice in a 

four-arm maze. Behaviour in a light-dark 

box was used to assess fear/anxiety. This 

assesses animals’ willingness to leave a 

closed dark area and go into an open 

bright one. Levels of activity, stereotypic 

behaviour (i.e. weaving and circuit run-

ning) were assessed in the home cage. Fae-

cal samples were analyzed to measure lev-

els of the stress hormone, corticosterone.  
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The researchers found that birth origin 

predicts the likelihood of stereotypic be-

haviours. Stereotypic behaviours are of-

ten noted as a sign of poor welfare. But 

in this study, the wild-caught mice had 

the poorest welfare, but were also the 

least stereotypic. They were, however, 

also unusually inactive and showed 

higher levels of anxiety and stress hor-

mones. Captive-bred striped mice were 

less stressed and anxious, but more 

stereotypic. They were also more per-

severative than wild-caught striped mice 

– their behaviour in the maze was more 

predictable and repetitive. This suggests 

that being born and raised in captivity 

reduces the functioning of certain fore-

brain regions that are normally responsi-

ble for appropriate, flexible behaviour.  

 

 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported  

Clear Language Research Summa-

ries are a project of the Institute for 

Community Engaged Scholarship (ICES) 

at the University of Guelph. Project part-

ners include the Business Development 

Office (BDO), SPARK Program at the 

University of Guelph, and Knowledge 

Mobilization Unit at York University. 

This project is part of the Pan-Canadian 

Research Impact Network.  On the 

Web: www.csahs.uoguelph.ca/pps/

clear_research  

University of Guelph, Institute for Com-
munity Engaged Scholarship (2011). 
Birth origin affects the development of 
stereotypic behaviour in captive wild ani-
mals.  Retrieved from:  
http://hdl.handle.net/10214/3715 

C ite this work: 

W hat did the researchers do? 

eywords: K

W hat did the researchers find?  

http://www.theresearchshop.ca
http://www.uoguelph.ca/research/bdo/
http://www.uoguelph.ca/research/communications/spark/index.shtml
http://www.researchimpact.ca
http://www.researchimpact.ca
http://www.researchimpact.ca
http://hdl.handle.net/10214/3715

