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In this study scan-sampling (recording of behavior of all individuals 
at specified short intervals of time) was employed to regularly 
observe which goats were grouped together at a given time. 
Recordings were taken at five-minute intervals and the group 
compositions were determined based on location. The goat exhibit 
is designed in two parts connected by raised bridges, allowing for a 
center area for guests to walk through and feed them. 
Observations were made from the center area, represented by the 
red dot on the diagram of the goat exhibit to the right, to minimize 
behavioral interaction with the observer. The scan-sampling 
method was selected above others, such as video recording, due to 
its efficiency and simplicity. Scan-sampling worked very well for this 
data. By employing short intervals of time, taking notes instantly 
saved time and provided accurate notes.

Domestic goats are herd-living artiodactyls. The 
social dynamics that govern social functions 
within goat herds are not well understood. This 
study employed regular observation of an 
established mixed-breed herd of goats at the 
Kansas City Zoo to determine what type of 
social structure exists within the herd, 
especially to determine if any sub-groups 
existed, and what structures they assumed. 
Scan-sampling was implemented to determine 
which goats regularly associated together at a 
given point in time over the course of several 
weeks. The data led to the conclusion that 
goats primarily grouped with others of their 
bloodline, especially mother and offspring 
groups. For individuals that lacked close 
relatives they associated with other individuals 
of the same breed. 

This observational study aimed to better 
understand social dynamics in goat herds. This 
information is useful for those who work with 
or raise domestic goats. Understanding their 
social tendencies allows for the best care to be 
provided, or even offer worthwhile insight 
when forming a new herd. The inspiration for 
this study arose from basic qualitative 
observations made while volunteering with the 
goats at the zoo. It became clear that goats 
tended to form smaller groups within the 
overall herd, which piqued my curiosity. 
Gaining insight into what groups goats prefer to 
spend their time in could provide a greater 
understanding of what situations make them 
feel comfortable or stressed. The potential for 
that knowledge to aid in solving behavior issues 
brings importance to this study.

There was a total of 592 sets of observations taken. The chart below represents the groupings of goats 
based on group type - like-breed, family, and mixed-breed. The last column on the right represents the 
times when family members were in groups without other family members present.

The results depict that like-breed groups were preferred by the goats. However, the low proportion of 
families to non-family goats in the yard makes the high frequency of family groups significant. Most of the 
time the recordings were taken there was only one established family in the herd. Later, two Arapawas had 
kids to create additional families. To represent this significance, the last column depicts the time when 
family members associated with non-family groups, which represented 15% of the total entries recorded. It 
should be noted that outlying data, such as mega-groups that formed during special times such as feedings 
with zookeepers, were not included in the chart.

Varying goat populations have been observed to 
better understand their behavior and sociality. 
The domestic goat herd observed in this study 
provided an ideal group for the purpose of this 
study. Knowing the histories of many of the goats 
allowed for understanding of the root of specific 
behaviors that might arise.

Given that, it is imperative to have background 
information on this goat herd. It is a mixed-breed 
herd consisting of Nubians, pygmies, and 
Arapawas. Arapawas are an endangered goat 
breed, so the zoo engages in a breeding program 
with other zoos with hopes of restoring their 
population. The program involves relocating male 
offspring to different zoos to breed them. Due to 
this, the herd composition changes each year. 
Nubians and pygmies are purchased from 
individuals or other zoos.

This data set aids in understanding the social 
dynamics that govern herd behavior. Due to the 
significance of the family grouping, it can be seen 
in this herd that family relations are top priority 
for group formation. In addition to the collected 
data, observations seen only by keepers 
supplement this notion, such as families sleeping 
together at night. For goats who don’t have 
family within the herd, the data as well as keeper 
observation lead to the conclusion that they favor 
goats of the same breed when forming sub-
groups. This study could be supplemented by 
analyzing what factors drive groups to break 
apart, food motivation for example, as well as 
behavior within families.
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