Can we predict the social hierarchy of a group of
giraffes (Giraffa camelopardalis) by observing the order of
leaving the enclosure? A preliminary study
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The population of giraffes (Giraffa camelopardalis) in the wild has dramatically decreased over the
last 20 years. For this reason, ex situ breeding and management has become necessary for
conservation and knowledge of the species. This study was carried out at the Bioparc Valencia
(Spain) in March and April 2017, on a group of 6 giraffes (1 male and 5 females). This research
aims to deepen the ethological knowledge of giraffes and their captive management, verifying
whether the sequence in which animals leave the day-time enclosure to reach the night-time one
might reflects their dominance hierarchy, as in the night-time enclosure animals could find more
food than in the day-time one. We analysed the group's social structure and hierarchy collecting
frequencies of social interactions using a continuous focal animal sampling method. Social
relationships between individuals and dominance hierarchy were analysed by SOCPROG and SPSS
statistical software focusing on agonistic behaviours. The results showed that the giraffes had a
linear dominance hierarchy, in which the male was the dominant individual, followed by the older
female. Juvenile individuals were at the bottom of the hierarchy. This order also seemed to be
correlated with the height of the subjects. Results showed that the exit sequence from the enclosure
actually reflects the dominance hierarchy. This study thus contributed to increase the ethological
knowledge of giraffes and suggested a simplification and speeding up of the process to identify
captive giraffe’s social structure.
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