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Brookfield Zoo’s Baby Watch

Jeant e Altmann, Ph.D. Research Curator
Biruukfield Zoo

The birth of an infant is not only an event of obvious
biological significance; as many of us know from direct
experience, it is also one that initiates enormous changes
in the daily life of parents, siblings, and others who care
for relatively undeveloped and dependent youngsters.
Among group-living mammals, newborns usually attract
excited attention from other group members, and we
humans extend our sense of wonder and interest to the
infants of other species.

Birth is more than a time of celebration, however. It is the
beginning of the most dangerous time in an infant’s life.
Even at Brookfield Zoo, where animals are protected from
many hazards such as predators and droughts, infancy

is still the life stage with the greatest risk of death. Par-
tially for this reason, the zoo has developed a program of
formal behavioral observations that focuses on infants.
Close observation can alert keepers to congenital or newly
emerging problems, and early warning is often the best
way to avert life-threatening problems. The trick in suc-
cessful early warning, however, is the ability to identify
small and subtle signs of future problems. This might not
be difficult if normal infants all followed the same course
of development, but how can we know which develop-
mental differences are signs of trouble and which are not?
Should we worry when an infant seems to spend a lot of
time nursing, or a little? When it tries new foods at a very
young age or not until it is quite old? Among healthy
human infants, for example, a few experience the appear-
ance of their first tooth at four months of age, a few not
until twice that age, and most are somewhere in between.
Likewise, some infants start to crawl several months later
than others do and some bypass the crawling stage
altogether. As a result, we must start by understanding
the range of developmental patterns that are experienced
by healthy infants. Only by knowing more about the
range of normal developmental and behavioral variability
can we begin to evaluate any new infant’s situation.

Can we restrict our attention to the infants themselves?
For many young animals, parental care, primarily mater-
nal care in the case of mammals, is essential for the infant’s
survival, and so Brookfield Zoo’s observation program
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also focuses on the behavior of these caregivers. We
observe the interactions between the infants and their
mothers for ungulates (grazing animals) such as okapi,
giraffe, rhino, and addax. For mothers, too, behavioral
variability may be considerable without being a source of
worry. Some baboon mothers, for instance, are very re-
strictive of their infants, while others allow their infants
much more opportunity to explore. Among girattes, one
mother may return from feeding often to check her infant,
another may do so rarely. Not surprisingly, among non-
humans and humans, mother-infant pairs follow some-
what different patterns and timing of interaction, and most
of this variability poses no risk to the infant—it may even
be advantageous.

The development of Brookfield Zoo’s infant observation
scheme has been a collaborative effort in which | have
been joined primarily by Conservation Biology staff and
Animal Collection keepers, but also by other volunteers
and student observers. In developing Brookfield Zoo's
formal behavior observation program, particularly with
young ungulates in mind, we were able to benefit from
our field research on baboon mothers and infants and the
close observation of several okapi infants at Brooktield
Zoo. The latter were conducted mainly by Dr. Richard
Bodmer, Dr. Mary Rowen, and governing member Sandy
Manne, with guidance from Brookfield Zoo’s director, Dr.
George Rabb. Neither of these existing systems fully met
our goal, however, which was to have a program whereby
adequate information could be gathered by observers who
received relatively little training and supervision, and for
which the essential data could be easily and quickly tabu-
lated and visualized.

The program that we sought to develop does not produce
a moment-by-moment record of an infant’s every move,
but neither does it require the intensity of labor and time
that such a record demands. The program does not enable
us to answer the more subtle or complicated questions
about infant development, but neither does it eliminate

all but the most highly trained and experienced observers.
Using my experience in developing such a scheme with
non-university-level Kenyan assistants on the baboon













