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INSIGHTS 

M eerkats (Suricata suricatta) are a 
species of small omnivorous, social 

members of the mongoose family. They are 
found in arid and semi-arid deserts around 
Africa, and live in social grouping with a 
single dominant pair and several subordi-
nate pairs (1). Group members will often 
forage together in close proximity sub-
sisting on a diet of arthropods and small 
vertebrates (1). Groups sleep in under-
ground burrows at night and are fiercely 
territorial marking their territory with spe-
cialised odour glands, urine and faeces; 
after defecation a meerkat may drag their 
anus across the ground to further rub in its 
scent (1). They breed annually, however 
group membership is not always permanent 
with group size sometimes shifting (2, 3). 
Within a group subordinate meerkats will 
often engage in baby-sitting and provision-
ing, with the degree to which these behav-
iours are performed varying with sex, age 
and social status (4). Meerkats are known 
for their sophisticated alarm call system, 
which features different alarm calls for 
different predators (5). As well as special 
details concerning the predator’s location 
and distance from the group, even captive 
meerkats are shown to have the same call 
repertoire as their wild cousins, and are 
shown to display these calls in response to 
perceived predators and to educate their 
young (5). This essay looks into the meerkat 
behaviours and how captivity can cause 
variation in their behaviour using the be-
haviours observed in a set of captive meer-
kats as an example. These captive meerkats 
were a set of nine male meerkats belonging 
to Croxteth Country Farm which were do-
nated by Knowsley Safari Park.   

Behaviours of wild meerkats 

Meerkat behaviour can be summarised into 
a series of categories which can assist with 
visualising the kind of behaviours they per-
form (Table 1). Pups start engaging in forag-
ing with the adults at 30 days old but will 
remain dependent on the adults to feed 
them until 90 days (6). After this, they will 
reach independence in food acquisition, 
and pups who show signs of high foraging 
behaviour will be better at foraging as 
adults (6). Meerkats have been the subject 
of numerous social learning studies; meer-
kat pups show great exploratory behaviour 
but will rely on adults for learning (7). Indi-
viduals in meerkat groups can show great 
innovation and may be responsible for new 
foraging techniques being introduced with-
in the group: it seems the more subordinate 
a meerkat is the more innovative they can 
be seen to be while more dominant individ-
uals show higher aggression to new ideas 
(7). While it is unknown how many families 
are in a single colony, it can be assumed 
that there is at least some weak relation 
between all meerkats (8). Play behaviour is 
more commonly seen between male par-
ents and siblings rather than mothers (8). 
This early play can aid in developing social 
standing when the pups reach adulthood. 
Until a dominant breeding pair is estab-
lished, female meerkats will be in an in-
tense competition to get themselves and 
their mates set up as the dominant pair (9). 
Female personality can lead to certain indi-
viduals naturally becoming more dominant 
than their sisters while more submissive 
females will have a clearer disposition to-
wards being helpers (9). This makes meer-
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kats a popular model to study niche special-
isations, as early life behaviours can predict 
life trajectories within their colony (9).     

It is so far unclear whether or not there is a 
direct link between the size of a female and 
her status as a dominant female in meerkat 
colonies. Dominant females will produce up 
to four litters a year with subordinate fe-
males only permitted to breed sparingly 
(10). Dominant females may simply become 
larger due to reductions in energy expendi-
ture through helper subordinates assisting 
in daily activities (10). Dominants have also 
been shown to have an increase of estradiol 
and progesterone, which may account for 
their larger size (10). It is thought that such 
changes are the result of gaining alpha sta-
tus as opposed to larger individuals initially 
gaining the alpha status (10). The majority 
of aggression in a meerkat colony comes 
from dominant females disciplining subordi-
nate females who attempt to breed without 
their consent (11). The dominant female 

will groom the dominant male more than 
she will the subordinate males possibly to 
reinforce their bond (11). Subordinate fe-
males may also groom the dominant female 
to placate her and this may help to earn 
breeding rights to an extent (11). There is 
some aggression between dominant males 
and subordinate males, this is usually in 
correlation with large group sizes, and this 
is in particular to non-offspring subordi-
nates (12). 

Behaviours of captive meerkats 

Croxteth farm houses a set of nine young 
male meerkats which were removed from 
their parental group at a young age. During 
a 6-week observation study, this group dis-
played numerous behavioural similarities to 
those of wild meerkats; one of the most 
obvious of these behaviours was the iconic 
sentry behaviour. Throughout the day one 
or more of the nine meerkats would stand 
on its hind legs and look around, and occa-
sionally sudden noises triggered sudden 
bouts of this sentry behaviour. Digging be-
haviour was also observed, though only 
minimal, and no more than small temporary 
ditches were created. This suggests that 
vestiges of the meerkats natural digging 
behaviour is carried over into captivity. The 
presence of shelter provided by the farm 
may negate the meerkats’ need to create 
subterranean shelters as well as the possi-
bility of them not being taught properly to 
dig full shelters. Some communal activities 
where observed in the meerkats’ daily rou-
tines, such as group sleeping. Foraging be-
haviour was carried out frequently and 
peaked during designated feeding times at 
the farm. Several forms of social behaviour 
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Table 1. Behavioural categories which can be seen in meerkats. 

 Behaviour  Definition 

 Foraging  Eating 

 Maintenance  Actions which maintain bodies inner working e.g., drinking, defecation 

 Social interaction  Interaction with another meerkats e.g. allogrooming, play fighting 

 Grooming  Any form of self-cleaning 

 Locomotion  Movement not connected with other behaviours 

 Vigilance  Standing still looking around habitat 

 Rest  Absence of activity 
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were also observed such as allogrooming, 
where one meerkat would lick and remove 
dirt from another. Grooming can help re-
duce conflict with dominant individuals and 
can help gain access to better resources 
(13). It has been found that removing key 
individuals from a colony can disrupt natu-
ral allogrooming patterns, and these disrup-
tions could lead to increased levels of an-
tagonism in captive meerkats (13). Play 
fighting would occur in seemingly random 
bursts and these would only last for short 
periods with the two meerkats involved 
darting in different directions.  

Wemmer and Flemming (14) observed that 
keeping meerkats in small groups can pre-
vent them expressing the full range of their 
natural behaviour - it was thought that a 
minimum of 25 meerkats would be required 
for natural behaviour to be maintained. 
Captive meerkats will generally act aggres-
sively if new meerkats are introduced to a 
group making initially small groups hard to 
rectify (14). During the 6-weeks of observa-
tion at Croxteth Farm, examples of more 
unnatural behaviour were seen in the cap-
tive meerkats; most of these behaviours are 
harder to explain and do not seem to have 
any explanations in the literature. One such 
behaviour was a phenomenon of a single 
meerkat escaping the enclosure and run-
ning away from the group; this happened 
several times. This behaviour is strange as 
meerkats are highly social animals whose 
survival depends on group living. The meer-
kats did appear to learn some new behav-
iours from their captive environment, for 
example meerkats learnt to recognise the 

Croxteth Farm employees as well as those 
dressing in similar clothing, responding by 
approaching such individuals with the ex-
pectation of being fed. Meerkats also dis-
played climbing behaviour including climb-
ing on those feeding them; this may have 
been some new form of competition devel-
oped in captivity, as they seemed to be al-
most racing to gain food before the others. 

Final remarks 

Observing captive meerkats at Croxteth 
Farm supported reports in the literature 
that there can be alterations in behaviour 
such as increased aggression as well as 
changes in natural social structure com-
pared to that seen in the wild. The most 
common behaviour observed in captivity 
was vigilance for the farm staff, implying 
that the meerkats had learned (most likely 
through operant conditioning (15)) to asso-
ciate the presence of staff members with 
being fed. Since this phenomenon occurred 
soon after the first observation, it is easy to 
believe that meerkats are able to recognise 
certain individuals very quickly. It is im-
portant to keep in mind that variation of 
visitor presence may have caused anoma-
lies in behaviour patterns, as it has been 
shown that unfamiliar human presence can 
affect meerkat behaviour (16, 17). The ob-
servations at Croxteth indicate that meer-
kat behaviour is partially instinctual, while 
other behaviours may be taught by prior 
generations. 
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