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STUDY ON SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR OF MALE ASIAN
ELEPHANTS

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

As human-elephant conflicts increase with time and expanding human range, understanding
social behaviour becomes crucial to the conservation and management of the highly social and
endangered Asian elephant.

The Asian elephant is a charismatic species with a long history of co-existence with humans. Yet
works on male societies of wild elephants based on long-term observations are rare. To fill this
gap, researchers from Jawaharlal Nehru Centre for Advanced Scientific Research (JNCASR),
an autonomous Institute of the Department of Science and Technology, Government of India,
studied associations of male Asian elephants by collecting and analysing data on behaviour of
identified nonmusth wild Asian elephants of Nagarahole and Bandipur National Parks.

They found that the time spent by male Asian elephants in all-male and mixed-sex groups
depended on the age of the male. Adult Asian male elephants preferred to spend their time
alone than in mixed-sex or in all-male groups. Besides, old males were found mostly in the
company of their age peers and less frequently with young males (15 to 30 years of age). Also,
young males did not disproportionately initiate associations with old males.

Adult male Asian elephants are less social than females. They enter musth -- a mate-searching
strategy for old (above 30 years of age) males, annually. The researchers hypothesised that
when the adult males enter musth, dominance relationships may affect the number of mating
opportunities they procure. Hence, it might be more crucial for old males than for young males to
test strength with each other and settle dominance relationships during their nonmusth time.

On the other hand, since young males associated less with females during musth than non-
musth time, they might also be using their non-musth time to search for mating opportunities.

The team observed male elephants and identified them using features of their ears, tails, and
tusks and recorded whether males associated with each other in the presence or absence of
females. They used six years of field data on 83 identified males for this study, which was
published in the open-access journal ‘Frontiers in Ecology and Evolution’. They considered two
possible reasons for male associations --non-musth males may use their time to fight with males
of the same age class, who would be of similar sizes, to decide their dominance relationships,
and young males might also use their associations to learn from older males about food
resources and/or reproductive behaviour.

Their results showed that all-male groups (in the absence of females) were rare and small.
According to the team, social learning from older males did not seem to play a big role in male
associations. In contrast, African savannah elephants have been found to spend more time in
all-male groups and to form larger groups, and young males preferred to associate with older
males.

The researchers said that this could be due to the difference in the dispersion of food resources
in the habitats occupied by the two species.

This study is one of the few that examines male associations in species in which males rove
between social groups. It provides an example of how ecological differences could possibly drive
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differences in male societies in related species with similar male reproductive strategies.

 

Fig. 1: All-male group with two adult males associating in female absence. One of the males
here is tuskless (location of the photograph study area).

 

 

 

Mixed-sex group with two adult males associating in female presence (location of the
photograph study area).

 

 

Photos: Kabini Elephant Project for the credits.
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https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fevo.2021.616666/full?&utm_source=Email_to_auth
ors_&utm_medium=Email&utm_content=T1_11.5e1_author&utm_campaign=Email_publication
&field=&journalName=Frontiers_in_Ecology_and_Evolution&id=616666

 

For more details, Prof.T.N.C. Vidya (tncvidya@jncasr.ac.in) may be contacted.
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As human-elephant conflicts increase with time and expanding human range, understanding
social behaviour becomes crucial to the conservation and management of the highly social and
endangered Asian elephant.

The Asian elephant is a charismatic species with a long history of co-existence with humans. Yet
works on male societies of wild elephants based on long-term observations are rare. To fill this
gap, researchers from Jawaharlal Nehru Centre for Advanced Scientific Research (JNCASR),
an autonomous Institute of the Department of Science and Technology, Government of India,
studied associations of male Asian elephants by collecting and analysing data on behaviour of
identified nonmusth wild Asian elephants of Nagarahole and Bandipur National Parks.

They found that the time spent by male Asian elephants in all-male and mixed-sex groups
depended on the age of the male. Adult Asian male elephants preferred to spend their time
alone than in mixed-sex or in all-male groups. Besides, old males were found mostly in the
company of their age peers and less frequently with young males (15 to 30 years of age). Also,
young males did not disproportionately initiate associations with old males.

Adult male Asian elephants are less social than females. They enter musth -- a mate-searching
strategy for old (above 30 years of age) males, annually. The researchers hypothesised that
when the adult males enter musth, dominance relationships may affect the number of mating
opportunities they procure. Hence, it might be more crucial for old males than for young males to
test strength with each other and settle dominance relationships during their nonmusth time.

On the other hand, since young males associated less with females during musth than non-
musth time, they might also be using their non-musth time to search for mating opportunities.

The team observed male elephants and identified them using features of their ears, tails, and
tusks and recorded whether males associated with each other in the presence or absence of
females. They used six years of field data on 83 identified males for this study, which was
published in the open-access journal ‘Frontiers in Ecology and Evolution’. They considered two
possible reasons for male associations --non-musth males may use their time to fight with males
of the same age class, who would be of similar sizes, to decide their dominance relationships,
and young males might also use their associations to learn from older males about food
resources and/or reproductive behaviour.

Their results showed that all-male groups (in the absence of females) were rare and small.
According to the team, social learning from older males did not seem to play a big role in male
associations. In contrast, African savannah elephants have been found to spend more time in
all-male groups and to form larger groups, and young males preferred to associate with older
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The researchers said that this could be due to the difference in the dispersion of food resources
in the habitats occupied by the two species.

This study is one of the few that examines male associations in species in which males rove
between social groups. It provides an example of how ecological differences could possibly drive
differences in male societies in related species with similar male reproductive strategies.

 

Fig. 1: All-male group with two adult males associating in female absence. One of the males
here is tuskless (location of the photograph study area).

 

 

 

Mixed-sex group with two adult males associating in female presence (location of the
photograph study area).

 



cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

 

Photos: Kabini Elephant Project for the credits.
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