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Coalition behaviour of related and unrelated 

captive male cheetahs

Tali

Thimba

Numbers of wild cheetahs are rapidly declining, but the captive population is not self-sustaining.

Given the importance of sociality in the wild, housing male cheetahs in coalitions in captivity may have implications

for welfare and breeding (Caro, 1993; Ruiz-Miranda et al., 1998).

By examining the behaviour of  four male cheetahs, two siblings (Tali and Thimba) and two half siblings (Middi and

Jafari), this study shows that natural social groupings of wild male cheetahs can be replicated in captivity and

coalitions of male cheetahs can be housed successfully in the same enclosure with few aggressive interactions.

Housing male cheetahs in groups is an effective way of improving welfare by providing them the context in which 

to express wild-counterpart behaviour, and may increase the likelihood of reproductive success when they are
introduced to females for breeding.

Cheetahs in Captivity
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• During the study the cheetahs were housed both in 

pairs and as a group of four, before one of the half 

siblings (Jafari) was relocated and the remaining 

cheetahs were housed in a trio

• Behaviour was recorded once per minute in 20-

minute sessions (instantaneous recording)

• The cheetahs’ proximity to one another was 

recorded once every five minutes in 20-minute 

sessions using maps of the enclosure 

• Distances between individuals on enclosure maps 

were used to calculate indices of association

Methodology

The cheetahs showed the social behaviours 

that have been observed in their wild 

counterparts, maintaining close proximity to 

their kin and, following the relocation of Jafari, 

forming a triadic coalition consisting of two 

littermates and one non-littermate. 

Female reproductive activity may be 

stimulated in the presence of a group of 

males, as most matings observed in the wild 

have occurred between females and coalition 

members (Caro, 1994). 

Since the males in the present study 

expressed the social behaviour that has been 

observed in wild cheetahs, it follows that they 

are likely to behave as a wild coalition in the 

presence of a female, which may increase the 

likelihood of reproductive success for this 
group.

Implications for Management

Daily indices of association between Tali and Middi and Thimba and Middi

Male cheetahs remain in stable coalitions with

their littermates throughout their lifetime.

Nonrelated males may also join up with

littermates to form coalitions of two or three

individuals. 

Behaviour between coalition members is mostly

affiliative, with little overt aggression within

groups. (Caro, 1994)

What happens in the wild?
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When the four were housed

together, indices of association

were higher within the pairs

than between the pairs,

indicating that two coalitions

were present.

After one of the half siblings

(Jafari) was relocated, the

indices of association between

Middi, Tali and Thimba increased

sharply and allogrooming 

between unrelated individuals

was observed

Only 22 instances of aggression

were recorded during 126 hours

of observation. These occurred

between unrelated males. 


