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Abstract 24 

Animal welfare is affected by both physical and social environment and these aspects can be 25 

particularly critical for cognitively and socially-complex species, such as great apes. We observed a 26 

captive group of nine bonobos before (April-June 2021) and after relocation (June-August 2022) 27 

and we checked whether and to what extent the transfer would affect their social behavior after a 28 

stabilization period. The group was transferred from La Vallée des Singes (Romagne, France) to 29 

Ouwehands Dierenpark (Rhenen, the Netherlands), where it was merged with the resident bonobo 30 

group (N=4). The two zoological parks presented outdoor and indoor facilities that were similar in 31 

both size and enrichment quality/quantity. We focused on four behavioral categories: conflict, 32 

affiliation (i.e., grooming and sit-in-contact), social play, and socio-sexuality. Via non-parametric 33 

tests and social network analyses we investigated whether the frequencies of these behaviors – 34 

involving adults and immature subjects - differed: i) within the relocated group members before and 35 

after transfer; and ii) between relocated and resident group members. The transfer did not affect 36 

conflict rates within the relocated group and mainly involved inter-group interactions. Nevertheless, 37 

the relocated group hierarchical and agonistic networks changed after relocation. Affiliation via 38 

grooming and sit-in-contact was higher after relocation and between relocated group members. 39 

There was a reorganization of the affiliative social network, possibly to strengthen pre-existing 40 

social relationships. Compared to the pre-relocation period, after relocation social play was higher 41 

and involved a larger network, particularly involving immature subjects. Hence, social play was 42 

probably used by young individuals to enhance new relationships. Adult socio-sexual behaviors 43 

were higher before than after relocation and between groups, resulting in a reorganization of the 44 

social network for this behavioral category. Socio-sexual behaviors were probably used to enhance 45 

new relationships, especially between adults. Overall, via the follow-up before and after 46 

relocation/merging, our study was able to highlight that different affinitive patterns – all used to 47 

‗friendly‘ relate to others - may have served (at least in part) different functions in the adaptation 48 

process.  Bonobos adapted their behavior to maintain pre-existing relationships (through grooming) 49 
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and establish new relationships (through social play in immatures and socio-sexuality in adults). 50 

Hence, welfare can be enhanced by ensuring that bonobos are provided with all the environmental 51 

and social conditions that allow them to express a wide array of behavioral patterns, necessary to 52 

adjust to novelty and avoid social disruption.   53 

 54 
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1. Introduction 76 

One of the main objectives of modern zoos is promoting, assessing and improving the welfare of 77 

captive animals (Hughes, 1976; Price and Stoinski, 2007; Linhart et al., 2008; Silk et al., 2009; 78 

Maple and Perdue, 2013). Transfers can have a negative impact on animal wellbeing as animals are 79 

introduced in new environments and/or groups (Kleinhappel et al., 2016). Nevertheless, transfers 80 

are often necessary to meet conservation (e.g., inbreeding avoidance), health or management needs 81 

(Linhart et al., 2008; Kleinhappel et al., 2016).  82 

Most ethological studies regarding the effect of transfers and physical/social changes focus on non-83 

human primates (e.g., rhesus macaques: O‘Neill et al., 1991; cotton-top tamarins: Price, 1992; 84 

chimpanzees: Ross et al., 2010; Schel et al., 2013; Neal Webb et al., 2018; bonobos: Pfalzer and 85 

Ehret, 1995; lowland gorillas: Ross et al., 2010; Hoff et al., 1996). Regarding the effect of changes 86 

in the physical environment, some studies report an increase in affiliative behaviors and a decrease 87 

in agonistic behaviors (rhesus macaques: O‘Neill et al., 1991; Hanuman langurs: Little and 88 

Sommer, 2002) whereas others report no behavioral changes or a decrease/suppression of affiliative 89 

behaviors (mandrills: Chang et al., 1999; lowland gorillas: Goerke et al., 1987; chimpanzees: Clarke 90 

et al., 1982). As concerns the changes in the social environment, few studies investigated the 91 

consequences of the integration of individuals into a pre-existing group or of the fusion of two 92 

groups. However, a study on the fusion of two captive chimpanzee groups reported a decrease in 93 

aggression and an increase in affiliation, with no complete integration of the two groups (Schel et 94 

al., 2013). Another study showed an increase in both affiliative and aggressive behaviors in lowland 95 

gorillas (Hoff et al., 1996). 96 

The effect of changes in physical and/or social environment can be particularly important when 97 

dealing with cognitively and socially-complex species, such as the bonobo (Suntsova and Buzdin, 98 

2020; Furuichi, 2011). Bonobos live in multi-male/multi-female communities with fission-fusion 99 

dynamics and show male-philopatry, female dispersal and female dominance (Wrangham, 1986). 100 

They are generally considered as tolerant and xenophilic (Furuichi 2011), with low levels of overt 101 
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aggression compared to chimpanzees (Pusey, 2022). During inter-group encounters, wild bonobos 102 

can engage in affiliative interactions (Tan et al., 2017), such as grooming, play and socio-sexual 103 

behaviors, which are used to establish and/or maintain social relationships (Schroepfer-Walker et 104 

al., 2015; Pellis and Iwaniuk, 2000; Demuru et al., 2022). Play can be additionally used as an ―ice-105 

breaker strategy‖ favoring inter-group interactions (Itani, 1990).  106 

To our knowledge, only one study investigated the integration of two captive bonobos into a pre-107 

existing group (Pfalzer and Ehret, 1995). This study found no aggression increase after merging and 108 

that socio-sexual interactions especially occurred between new and resident group members and no 109 

aggression increase (Pfalzer and Ehret, 1995).  110 

This study aimed at evaluating the effects of the relocation of an entire bonobo group (hereafter 111 

‗relocated group‘) and its fusion with another group (hereafter ‗resident group‘) after that a 112 

‗stabilization‘ period had passed. Based on the above framework, we formulated the following 113 

predictions: 114 

Prediction 1 – As affiliation is used to maintain and establish and social relationships (Schroepfer-115 

Walker et al., 2015), we expect: 1a) higher levels of affiliation after relocation within the relocated 116 

group compared to before relocation, with 1b) a consequent change in the centrality of individuals 117 

in the social network of the relocated group; 1c) a higher frequency of affiliative interactions 118 

between relocated and resident bonobos (inter-group ) than within the relocated group (intra-group). 119 

Prediction 2 – Given that social play can be used to establish and maintain social relationships and 120 

also as ice-breaker (Itani, 1990, Pellis and Iwaniuk, 2000), we expect: 2a) a higher frequency of 121 

play within the members of the relocated group after than before relocation, with 2b) a consequent 122 

change in the centrality of individuals; 2c) a higher frequency of play between relocated and 123 

resident bonobos (inter-group) than within the relocated group members (intra-group). 124 

Prediction 3 – Because bonobos are xenophilic and show relatively low rates of overt aggression 125 

(Furuichi, 2011) and aggression is used to establish hierarchy (Vervaecke et al., 2000), we expect: 126 

3a) no effect of the relocation on the aggression rates within the relocated group, with 3b) no 127 
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hierarchy change and 3c) no change in the centrality of individuals; 3d) that the relocation would 128 

not increase the aggression level between the relocated and resident group members. 129 

Prediction 4 – Because socio-sexual interactions contribute in establishing social relationships 130 

(Demuru et al., 2022), we expect: 4a) no effect of the relocation on socio-sexual behaviors within 131 

the relocated group members, with 4b) no changes in the centrality of such members; 4c) a higher 132 

frequency of socio-sexual behaviors between relocated and resident bonobos (inter-group) than 133 

within relocated group members (intra-group). 134 

 135 

2. Materials and Methods 136 

2.1 Ethical statement 137 

This study was purely observational. No approval was required from the authors‘ institution.  138 

 139 

2.2 Study sites, groups, and data collection 140 

This study was carried out at La Vallée des Singes (VDS; Romagne, France; Fig. 1a) and 141 

Ouwehands Dierenpark (OD; Rhenen, the Netherlands; Fig. 1b). At VDS, the bonobo area was 142 

composed by two indoor visible enclosure (each of around 100m
2
) and an external space of natural 143 

habitat (around 0.34 ha). The VDS bonobo group (hereafter relocated group) was composed of 9 144 

individuals (age range: 2 to 41 years; mean ± SE: 16.333 ± 4.327) including adults (2 males and 4 145 

females – including one pregnant; age: ≥12 years); one juvenile female (6 years old); two infants (a 146 

3 years old female and a 2 years old male) (Table 1).  147 

In October 2021, the VDS group was relocated to OD and merged with the resident group. Here, the 148 

bonobo area is very similar to the area at VDS in terms of spaces and naturalistic and artificial 149 

enrichment. The area was composed by two indoor enclosures where the individuals were visible 150 

(each of around 130m
2
) and an external space of natural habitat (around 0.33 ha). Both at VDS and 151 

OD, the bonobos were free to move from inside to outside (from around 9:30 a.m. to around 5:30-152 

6:30 p.m.) but during bad weather conditions they were kept in the indoor enclosure. Following the 153 
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relocation, the group composition changed as OD already housed four other bonobos (resident 154 

group; 1 adult female, 32 years old; one weaning immature males, 5 years old; 2 juvenile twin 155 

males, 11 years old; Table 1), and a pregnant female from VDS gave birth at OD. The resulting new 156 

group (hereafter ‗merged group‘) was composed of 14 bonobos (Full group info: Table 1).   157 

Data were collected in real time from 6 to 4 months prior relocation/merging (VDS, April-June 158 

2021), by M.C, and from 8 to 10 months after relocation/merging (OD, June to August 2022), by 159 

B.M. after a period of training with M.C. (the period ended when B.M. and M.C. reached more than 160 

80% of agreement, Cohen‘s Kappa = 0.81). We could not systematically observe the group in the 161 

very first months following relocation. Observations were conducted from around 10:00 a.m. to 162 

5:30-6:00 p.m. (33.3 and 36.7 hours of observation in 2021 and 2022 respectively; 22.46 ± 0.80 and 163 

35.77 ± 0.28 hour/subject, mean ± SE, in 2021 and 2022 respectively). The identity of individuals 164 

was recorded and we carried out observational data collection via two methods: i) scan animal 165 

sampling (Altmann, 1974) - with a 10-min time window - for common, affiliative behaviors (i.e. 166 

grooming and contact-sitting); and ii) all-occurrences sampling method (Altmann, 1974) for social 167 

play (e.g. rough-and-tumble and play run), agonistic interactions (e.g., avoidance, chase, 168 

aggression) and socio-sexual behaviors (e.g., genito-genital rubbing, rump-rump rubbing; full list 169 

available in Table S1).  170 

 171 

2.3 Operational definition and statistical elaboration 172 

We used the frequency of agonistic behaviors (ethogram: Table S1) to fill in different aggression 173 

socio-matrices (R ―steepness‖ package; CRAN.R‐project.org/package=steepness; R version 4.2.1) 174 

for the relocated group in 2021 and 2022 to determine individual ranking position via Normalized 175 

David's Scores (NDS; de Vries et al., 2006). NDSs were calculated via a dyadic dominance index 176 

(Dij). The Dij consists of the observed proportion of wins (Pij) corrected for the chance occurrence 177 

of the observer outcome - calculated on the basis of a binomial distribution with each subject having 178 
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an equal chance of winning or losing in every agonistic encounter (de Vries et al., 2006). To 179 

compute hierarchy and NDS, we excluded infants (weaning period). 180 

Due to the non-normal distribution of variables (Kolmogorov–Smirnov test: Ndyads = 36; 181 

paffiliation_2021 < 0.05; paffiliation_2022 < 0.05; pplay_2021 < 0.05; pplay_2022 < 0.05; pconflict_2021 < 0.05; 182 

pconflict_2022 < 0.05; psocio-sexuality_2021 < 0.05; psocio-sexuality_2022 < 0.05), we used the non-parametric 183 

paired Wilcoxon signed-rank test (Siegel and Castellan, 1988) to compare the frequency of all 184 

behavioral categories between the dyads of the relocated group in 2021 at VDS and in 2022 at OD. 185 

Due to the non-normal distribution of the behavioral categories (Kolmogorov–Smirnov test: Ndyads 186 

= 72; paffiliation_2022 < 0.05; pplay_2022 < 0.05; pconflict_2022 < 0.05; psocio-sexuality_2022 < 0.05), we used a 187 

non-parametric Mann-Whitney test to compare the frequency of behavioral interactions within the 188 

dyads of the relocated group and between the relocated and the resident group dyads (Fowler and 189 

Cohen, 1986). To account for possible data pseudoreplication (same individuals present in different 190 

dyads), we applied a Monte Carlo randomization (10,000 permutations) (Bros and Cowell, 1987). 191 

To carry out the above analyses, for each behavioral category the frequency was obtained by 192 

considering the number of bidirectional interactions performed within each dyad (A  B + B  A), 193 

normalized over the dyad observation time (derived from the scans where both individual of the 194 

dyad were present). 195 

To obtain the social network of bonobos social behaviors we used the freeware Gephi 0.9.7 196 

(www.gephi.org/; dual license CDDL 1.0 and GNU General Public License v3). It includes 197 

individuals (nodes) and interindividual connections (directed edges) derived from frequency of 198 

dyadic directional interactions (AB if A was the actor and B the receiver; BA if vice versa). The 199 

node size is based on degree centrality that in our case is the frequency of behaviors made by the 200 

actor on the receiver and vice versa (Golbeck, 2013; Saqr et al., 2018). Because sit-in-contact is not 201 

directional, only grooming was considered for the affiliation network. Via this software we 202 

extracted the eigenvector centrality values, to measure the centrality of each individual of the group. 203 
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The algorithm measures the transitive influence of nodes: high-scoring nodes and low-scoring 204 

nodes contribute differently (more the high-scoring and less the low-scoring nodes respectively) to 205 

the final score of each node (Ruhnau, 2000). To evaluate whether the centrality of individuals of the 206 

relocated group had changed from 2021 to 2022, we carried a correlation of the individual 207 

eigenvector centrality values between 2021 and 2022. Due to the small sample size (Nindividuals = 9, 208 

not testable for normality), we applied a non-parametric Spearman‘s rank correlation (Fowler and 209 

Cohen, 1986). 210 

In case of multiple comparisons involving the same data (i.e., the comparison between the 211 

frequency of dyadic interactions within the members of the relocated group in: 2021 vs 2022 and 212 

2022 vs 2022 with the new individuals) the level of probability was adjusted according to 213 

Bonferroni correction (Sedgwick, 2012). 214 

 215 

3. Results 216 

As concerns Prediction 1, we found a significant difference in the frequency of affiliative behaviors 217 

(i.e., grooming and sit-in-contact) within the relocated group between 2021 and 2022, with the 218 

highest frequency recorded in 2022 (Wilcoxon signed-rank test via Monte Carlo randomization: 219 

Ndyads = 36, Z = −3.186, p = 0.001; Fig. 2a). With respect to the grooming network, we found no 220 

correlation in the eigenvector centrality values of the relocated group members between 2021 and 221 

2022 (Spearman‘s rank correlation: Nindividuals = 9, rho(7) = 0.536, p = 0.137; Fig. 2b). Moreover, we 222 

found that the frequency of grooming/sit-in-contact behaviors was significantly higher within the 223 

members of the relocated group than between the relocated group members and the resident group 224 

members (Mann–Whitney test via Monte Carlo randomization: Nrelocated_group_dyads = 36, Nrelocated_ 225 

and_resident_group_members_dyads = 36, U = 334.500, Z = −3.533, p < 0.001; Fig. 2a). 226 

For Prediction 2, we found that the frequency of social play within the relocated group members 227 

(intra-group) was significantly higher in 2022 than in 2021 (Wilcoxon signed-rank test via Monte 228 

Carlo randomization: Ndyads = 36, Z = −2.589, p = 0.008; Fig. 3a). We found a positive correlation in 229 
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the eigenvector centrality values of the relocated group members between 2021 and 2022 230 

(Spearman‘s rank correlation: Nindividuals = 9, rho(7) = 0.825, p = 0.006; Fig 3b). Moreover, we found 231 

no significant difference in the frequency of play between the members of the relocated group 232 

(intra-group) and between the relocated group members and the resident group members (inter-233 

group) (Mann–Whitney test via Monte Carlo randomization: Nrelocated_group_dyads = 36, Nrelocated_ 234 

_and_resident_group_members_dyads = 36, U = 559.500, Z = −1.065, p = 0.292; Fig. 3a). 235 

Regarding Prediction 3, from e descriptive point of view, we found low level of agonistic 236 

interaction at intra-group level between the member of the relocated group in 2021 and 2022 (0.024 237 

± 0.007 and 0.031 ± 0.009 mean ± SE before and after relocation respectively) and, after the 238 

relocation, a higher frequency of inter-group aggression - between relocated and resident group 239 

members - (0.084 ± 0.019 mean ± SE) than intra-group aggression - between relocated group 240 

members - (0.031 ± 0.009 mean ± SE). We found that the difference in the frequency of agonistic 241 

interactions within the members of the relocated group between 2021 and 2022 was not significant 242 

(Wilcoxon signed-rank test via Monte Carlo randomization: Ndyads = 36, Z = −1.027, p = 0.311; Fig. 243 

4a). We found no correlation in the eigenvector centrality values of the relocated group members 244 

between 2021 and 2022 (Spearman‘s rank correlation: Nindividuals = 9, rho(7) = 0.653, p = 0.057; Fig 245 

4b). Moreover, we found no correlation in the NDS of the relocated group members between 2021 246 

and 2022 (Spearman‘s rank correlation: Nindividuals = 7, rho(5) = 0.378, p = 0.403) resulting in a 247 

change of the female at the top of the hierarchy, while the hierarchical order of the other subjects 248 

remains more or less unchanged (see Table 2 for details). Finally, we found a significantly higher 249 

frequency of agonistic interactions between the relocated group members and the resident group 250 

members (inter-group) than between the relocated group members (intra-group) (Mann–Whitney 251 

test via Monte Carlo randomization: Nrelocated_group_dyads = 36, Nrelocated_and_resident_group_members_dyads = 36, 252 

U = 313.500, Z = −3.771, p = 0.000; Fig. 4a). 253 

Concerning prediction 4, the frequency of socio-sexual behaviors within the members of the 254 

relocated group was significantly higher in 2021 than in 2022 (Wilcoxon signed-rank test via Monte 255 
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Carlo randomization: NDyads = 36, Z = −2.687, p = 0.007; Fig. 5a). We also found no correlation in 256 

the eigenvector centrality values of the relocated group members between 2021 and 2022 257 

(Spearman‘s rank correlation: NIndividuals = 9, rho(7) = 0.092, p = 0.814; Fig 5b). Moreover, we 258 

found a significantly higher frequency of socio-sexual interactions between the relocated group 259 

members and the resident group members than within the members of the relocated group (Mann–260 

Whitney test via Monte Carlo randomization: Nrelocated_group_dyads = 36, 261 

Nrelocated_and_resident_group_members_dyads = 36, U = 441.000, Z = −2.338, p = 0.019; Fig. 5a). 262 

 263 

4. Discussion 264 

Our results show that the relocation of the VDS bonobo group and its merging with the resident 265 

group led to social reorganization. We found: 1) that individuals of the relocated group affiliated 266 

(via grooming and sit-in-contact) more frequently after than before relocation (Prediction 1a 267 

confirmed) - with a change in the grooming network centrality of individuals (Prediction 1b 268 

confirmed) - and that grooming/sit-in-contact behaviors were more frequent between relocated 269 

group members (intra-group) than between relocated and resident group members (inter-group) 270 

(Prediction 1c not confirmed); 2) higher frequencies of social play after than before relocation 271 

(Prediction 2a confirmed) - without a change in the centrality of individuals (Prediction 2b not 272 

confirmed) - and no difference in the comparison of social play frequency between relocated group 273 

members (intra-group), and between relocated and resident group members (inter-group) 274 

(Prediction 2c not confirmed); 3) no difference in the frequency of agonistic interactions between 275 

the members of the relocated group (intra-group) after and before relocation (Prediction 3a 276 

confirmed) - with a change in the dominance rank and individual centrality (Prediction 3b and 3c 277 

not confirmed) - and lower aggression levels between the relocated group members (intra-group) 278 

than between relocated and resident group members (inter-group) (Prediction 3d not confirmed); 4) 279 

lower frequencies of socio-sexual behaviors after than before relocation (Prediction 4a not 280 

confirmed) - with a change in the centrality of individuals (Prediction 4b confirmed) - and lower 281 
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frequencies of socio-sexual behaviors between the relocated group members (intra-group) than 282 

between relocated and resident group members (inter-group) (Prediction 4c confirmed). 283 

 284 

4.1 Affiliative behaviors 285 

Rates of affiliation (i.e., grooming and sit-in-contact) were higher after relocation than before, 286 

especially between the individuals of the relocated group. These results are in line with a previous 287 

study about the effects of the fusion of two chimpanzee groups. The authors reported an increase of 288 

intra-group affiliation levels, but no change with respect to the level of affiliation between the two 289 

groups (Schel et al., 2013).  290 

The increase of intra-group affiliation level could suggest that affiliative behaviors, such as 291 

grooming and contact-sitting, may be used to maintain pre-existing relationships at least when 292 

group merging is involved. The fact that affiliative interactions could be used preferentially to 293 

maintain old (rather than to enhance new) relationships, may also be informed by the change in the 294 

individual centrality within the grooming social network, which was extended to more individuals 295 

within the relocated group after the transfer.  296 

 297 

4.2 Social play 298 

Our results suggest that social play was used to establish – more than to maintain – social 299 

relationships (Pellis and Iwaniuk, 2000). Indeed, the frequency of social play in the relocated group 300 

increased after merging but social play rates were comparable between the relocated group 301 

members (intra-group) and between relocated and resident group members (inter-group). Another 302 

non-exclusive possible explanation for the increment of social play rates after relocation could be 303 

the role of play in reducing social tension (Cordoni and Palagi, 2016; Yamanashi et al., 2018). Such 304 

tension could have been possibly caused by the new environment and by the presence of new 305 

individuals in the group. Indeed, bonobos use play during tense situations, such as pre-feeding, to 306 

reduce mild stress (Palagi et al., 2006).  307 
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Moreover, we found that immature individuals kept leading social play within the relocated group 308 

and maintained their centrality in an expanded social play network after relocation. The fact that 309 

social play between relocated and resident group members mostly involved immature subjects is in 310 

line with a previous study on inter-group encounters (Itani, 1990). The author reported that social 311 

play interactions occurred between immature subjects, which preferred play as ice-breaker with 312 

outgroup members (Itani, 1990). Moreover, previous studies reported that social play can be used as 313 

social assessment between unknown individuals (Thompson, 1998; Pellis and Iwaniuk, 2000; 314 

Cordoni and Palagi, 2011)  Overall, after relocation the social play network was expanded within 315 

the relocated group and at the same time extended to the members of the resident bonobos 316 

(originally outgroup members), thus indicating the double function of play in reinforcing existing 317 

relationships and in establishing new ones.  318 

 319 

4.3 Agonistic behaviors 320 

After the group transfer, the overall aggression frequency did not change. The fact that aggression 321 

levels were not affected by the relocation is in line with the coping model (de Waal, 1989). The 322 

coping model tries to explain how social species use behavioral mechanism to buffer intra-group 323 

aggressions (de Waal, 1989). Even though in the study bonobos the aggression rates were 324 

comparable before and after relocation, a redistribution of agonistic interactions within the relocated 325 

group occurred after the transfer and was accompanied by a hierarchy variation and a change of the 326 

dominant female (Table 2). This result is likely related to the introduction of outgroup members 327 

(Sapolsky, 1993). Moreover, our social-network analysis on the agonistic interactions between the 328 

relocated and the resident group members revealed that the majority of agonistic interactions 329 

involved the males and females of the relocated group and the two juveniles (but almost adult) 330 

males of the resident group. Consistently, Itani (1990) reported that inter-group aggression mostly 331 

occurred between males and between females and males whereas females interacted mostly through 332 

socio-sexual behaviors rather than via direct aggression (Itani, 1990). In general, our results on 333 
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agonistic behaviors show that even if bonobos are considered a xenophilic species (Furuichi, 2011), 334 

the integration of two different groups can lead to social and hierarchical reorganization. 335 

 336 

4.4 Socio-sexual behaviors 337 

After relocation, socio-sexual behaviors decreased within the transferred group - with a change in 338 

the centrality of individuals - and most socio-sexual contacts occurred between relocated and 339 

resident group members. These results underline the role that socio-sexual behaviors can have in 340 

enhancing new relationships.  Socio-sexual contacts can be flexibly used to regulate social tension 341 

(de Waal, 1990) and also to maintain and establish relationships and alliances (Moscovice et al., 342 

2015; Demuru et al., 2022). Genito-genital rubbing can occur preferentially during the maximum 343 

swelling phase and last longer between weakly bonded females (Hohmann and Fruth 2000; Demuru 344 

et al., 2022; Annichiarico et al., 2020). During the pre-relocation, socially stable period, socio-345 

sexual interactions probably worked as a ―social-glue‖ to maintain social relationships and 346 

alliances. In the period of social instability that possibly followed group merging (as it usually 347 

occurs in apes after merging; Von Rohr et al., 2012), it is possible that the study bonobos decreased 348 

socio-sexual interactions with familiar subjects to divert them preferentially toward unfamiliar 349 

individuals, so as to regulate social tension and establish new alliances.  350 

 351 

4.5 Conclusions 352 

To our knowledge this is the first study that investigated the behavioral and relational variation in a 353 

group of bonobos after its relocation and fusion with another group. This study highlights that 354 

bonobos are able to adopt different measures to cope with relocation and merging with new 355 

individuals. In particular, bonobos preferentially used grooming/sit-in-contact affiliation to maintain 356 

pre-existing social relationships, social play as social assessment strategy and to enhance new 357 

relationships (especially involving immature subjects as social bridge), and socio-sexual 358 

interactions to enhance inter-group relationships. As a possible result, aggression levels did not 359 
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increase after relocation even though the group composition change led to a hierarchy 360 

reorganization, with a new dominant female from the relocated group. Clearly, some of the 361 

observed differences may be due to the change in the environmental setting or to the fact that a 362 

pregnant female gave birth after relocation. However, the new infant was not able to engage in 363 

independent interactions during the study period and the facilities of the two zoos (VDS and OD) 364 

are strikingly similar – also in terms of environmental enrichments - so the transfer and merging 365 

probably account for most of the observed behavioral changes.  On a broader perspective, our study 366 

points toward the importance of considering the impact that relocations of captive social animals 367 

could have not only on physical welfare, but also on social behavior, which represents an important 368 

aspect to maintain and improve animal welfare. Long-term behavioral observations are needed to 369 

understand the time scale needed to reach partial or complete integration of different groups. 370 
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TABLES 511 

Table 1  512 

Full description of the group composition during the study period. 513 
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Relocated group Resident group 

Subject Sex Year of birth Subject Sex Year of birth 

Lisala Female 1980 Eja Female 1990 

Kutu Female 1998 Azibo Male 2011 
Lingoye Female 2007 Ayubu Male 2011 

Omanga Female 2008 Bakari Male 2017 

Luebo Male 2006    
Bondo Male 1991    

Visola Female 2015    

Nginga Female 2018    
Maiko Male 2019    

Malembe Male 2022    

 514 

 515 

Table 2  516 

Hierarchy of the relocated group in 2021 and 2022 517 

Hierarchy of the relocated 

group in 2021 

Hierarchy of the relocated 

group in 2022 

Omanga Lisala 

Kutu Kutu 

Lisala Lingoye 

Bondo Luebo 

Lingoye Omanga 

Luebo Bondo 

Visola Visola 

 518 

 519 

 520 

 521 

 522 

 523 

 524 

FIGURES 525 

Figure 1 526 
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Satellite photos of bonobo enclosure at a) VDS and b) OD. The red line outlines the boundary of the 527 

enclosure, and the dotted part identifies the indoor enclosure. 528 

Figure 2  529 

a) Violin plot of the frequency of affiliative behaviors (grooming/sit in contact) within the relocated 530 

group members in 2021 (red color) and 2022 (green color) and between the relocated and resident 531 

group members (blue color) with the corresponding mean and standard error of the behavioral 532 

frequency; b) social network of grooming interactions and number of involved dyads (same colors 533 

as figure a) 534 

Figure 3  535 

a) Violin plot of the frequency of play behaviors within the relocated group members in 2021 (red 536 

color) and 2022 (green color) and between the relocated and resident group members (blue color) 537 

with the corresponding mean and standard error of the behavioral frequency; b) social network of 538 

play behaviors and number of involved dyads (same colors as figure a) 539 

Figure 4  540 

a) Violin plot of the frequency of agonistic behaviors within the relocated group members in 2021 541 

(red color) and 2022 (green color) and between the relocated and resident group members (blue 542 

color) with the corresponding mean and standard error of the behavioral frequency; b) social 543 

network of agonistic behaviors and number of involved dyads (same colors as figure a) 544 

Figure 5  545 

a) Violin plot of the frequency of socio-sexual behaviors within the relocated group members in 546 

2021 (red color) and 2022 (green color) and between the relocated and resident group members 547 
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(blue color) with the corresponding mean and standard error of the behavioral frequency; b) social 548 

network of socio-sexual behaviors and number of involved dyads (same colors as figure a) 549 
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