
Everyone can do some science: 
don't overlook things you can do

Marcus Clauss
Clinic for Zoo Animals, Exotic Pets and Wildlife, Vetsuisse Faculty, University of Zurich, Switzerland

EAZA 2023 Helsinki Research Committee session





What is research ?







What is research ?
Something you have to do to tick off an item from your task list.
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A bureaucratic nightmare ?
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Something that requires a lot of expertise, thinking, and generally exceeds your capacities?
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If you have a hypothesis on something, go 
for it.



If you have a hypothesis on something, go 
for it.

If not, ask yourself – what interests you? 
A certain species? A certain behaviour? 
A certain studbook? 
     => have a look !



The greatest story ever planned?

Darwin’s diary:

1. Hypothesis
Species originate by selection acting 
on the variability of phenotypes so 
that only certain ones can 
reproduce/so that certain ones can 
reproduce more efficiently.

2. Research plan
Travel around the world and find 
model systems to test hypothesis.



Example 1
lucky leftovers









Example 2
When elephants fall asleep
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Little attention has been paid to the resting and sleeping behavior of zoo elephants so

far. An important concern is when elephants avoid lying down, due to degenerative

joint and foot disease, social structure, or stressful environmental changes. Inability or

unwillingness to lie down for resting is an important welfare issue, as it may impair

sleep. We emphasize the importance of satisfying rest in elephants by reviewing the

literature on resting behavior in elephants (Loxodonta africana and Elephas maximus) as

well as the documentation of four cases from European zoos and our own direct

observations in a zoo group of four femaleAfrican elephants during 12 entire days. The

common denominator in the case reports is the occurrence of a falling bout out of a

standing position subsequently to a cessation of lying rest for different periods of time.

Although well-known in horses as “episodic collapse” or “excessive drowsiness,” this

syndrome has not been described in elephants before. To enable its detection, we

recommend nocturnal video monitoring for elephant-keeping institutions. The

literature evaluation as well as own observational data suggest an inverse relationship

between lying rest and standing rest. Preventative measures consist of enclosure

modifications that facilitate lying rest (e.g., sand hills) or standing rest in a leaning

position as a substitute. Anecdotal observations suggest that the provision of

appropriate horizontal environmental structuresmay encourage safe, sleep-conducive

standing rest. We provide drawings on how to install such structures. Effects of

providing such structures should be evaluated in the future.

K E YWORD S
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Modern zoos have achieved many improvements in elephant

husbandry and management during the past years (Greco, Meehan,

Hogan et al., 2016; Greco, Meehan, Miller et al., 2016). In doing so,

studies on natural behavior of elephants supplied basic information

concerning their needs. Most probably due to challenging observation

conditions, only little research on nocturnal behavior of free-ranging

elephants has been conducted yet, leaving few “natural benchmark”

data in particular with respect to sleeping behavior.

Evans (1910) already postulated that “it is of outmost impor-

tance that the elephant should have his sleep. . .” and common sense
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Example 3
Porcupines



Hystricomorph rodents and coprophagy



Hystricomorph rodents and coprophagy



Hystricomorph rodents and coprophagy
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Example 4
What parents do at night













Other examples
There is so much more!



VIDEO

Cellina Kleinlugtenbelt (2022)













Cooperation displays
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If you work in a zoo, most likely you like 
something about animals.
There is always something you can record 
about the animals in your care.



If you work in a zoo, most likely you like 
something about animals.
There is always something you can record 
about the animals in your care.

Even if ‘only’ their activity budget.



Activity budgets: tortoises



Activity budgets: tortoises



Activity budgets: tortoises

Assume 12 h-period: 14 min feeding / day*

*2 % of 12 = 0.24 h = 14 min 



Activity budgets: tortoises
ECOGRAPHY 26: 236–242, 2003

Foraging behaviour and diet of an ectothermic herbivore: Testudo
horsfieldi

Frédéric Lagarde, Xavier Bonnet, Johanna Corbin, Brian Henen, Ken Nagy, Baktjior Mardonov and
Guy Naulleau

Lagarde, F., Bonnet, X., Corbin, J., Henen, B., Nagy, K., Mardonov, B. and
Naulleau, G. 2003. Foraging behaviour and diet of an ectothermic herbivore: Testudo
horsfieldi. – Ecography 26: 236–242.

Herbivorous vertebrates of arid regions are frequently faced with inadequate food
quality, quantity or both. The time and energy devoted to foraging is vital to
balancing their energy budgets. For desert ectotherms, a low metabolism should be
advantageous, reducing their total energy requirement, but extreme ambient temper-
atures can strongly constrain these animals’ activity periods. We provide the first data
on the activity budgets, foraging behaviour and diet of a highly abundant, desert-
dwelling, herbivorous ectotherm, the steppe tortoise Testudo horsfieldi. Extreme
climatic conditions of Central Asia limit steppe tortoise’s activity to only three
months per year. They remain inactive most of their ‘‘active season’’ (90%), and
spend very little time foraging (!15 min per day). This suggests that steppe tortoises
can satisfy their energy requirements with modest feeding efforts. Interestingly, steppe
tortoises avoid feeding on grass species and feed mostly on plant species that are
usually highly toxic to mammals. This result suggests that steppe tortoises and
ungulates do not compete for food.

F. Lagarde (lagarde@cebc.cnrs.fr), X. Bonnet, J. Corbin and G. Naulleau, Centre
d’Etudes Biologiques de Chizé-CNRS, F-79360 Villiers en Bois, France. – B. Henen,
Dept of Zoology, Biodi!ersity and Conser!ation Biology, Uni!. of Western Cape,
Bel!ille 7535, South Africa. – K. Nagy, Dept of Organismic Biology, Ecology and
E!olution, 621 Young South Dri!e, Uni!. of California, Los Angeles, CA 90095-1606,
USA. – B. Mardono!, Samarkand Di!. of the Academy of Sciences, 40 Djisakskaya
St., Samarkand, 703032, Uzbekistan.

An appreciation of the feeding ecology of a wide di-
versity of species is central to understanding the gen-
eral processes of resource acquisition and allocation.
Biologists debate the degree of influence of ectother-
mic and endothermic physiology upon the marked di-
vergence seen in their feeding ecologies. Compared to
endotherms, ectotherms are characterised by low
metabolic rates, low energy requirements, and low
food intakes (Pough 1980, Nagy 1983, Karasov et al.
1986, Zimmerman and Tracy 1989). These traits may
represent pre-adaptations (or exaptations, Bradshaw
1997) in ecosystems (e.g., deserts) where food short-
ages occur frequently and may confer ecological ad-

vantages to ectotherms. These features enable
ectotherms to have high densities (i.e., individuals per
area), high biomasses and production values (Nagy
1983, Bradshaw 1986), relative to comparable-sized
endotherms. Conversely, ectotherm sensitivity to envi-
ronmental conditions, particularly ambient tempera-
ture, strongly constrains the periods when ectotherms
can be active (Hutchison 1979, Peterson et al. 1993).
Typically, the periods favourable for activity are
greatly reduced in desert-dwelling animals that are
subject to extremely harsh climatic conditions. Strict
time-activity budgets can help organisms to satisfy the
demands of growth, reproduction and maintenance
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• you have the animals
• you might have to invest (a tiny bit) in cameras and 

recording equipment
• you can always recruit students
(no need for fancy labwork, expensive methods)
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• you have the animals
• you might have to invest (a tiny bit) in cameras and 

recording equipment
• you can always recruit students
(no need for fancy labwork, expensive methods)

What can you do ?

… but you may have one problem:
• Someone needs to write it up (and do the graphs, some 

basic statistics, Tables etc.)
• … which also means: someone has to read a bit
• as a start: team up with someone who will do it



There must be something you find fascinating about
animals.



There must be something you find fascinating about
animals.

Have a close look at whatever that is.



There must be something you find fascinating about
animals.

Have a close look at whatever that is.

Find a way of communicating that to the community as
a scientific publication.


