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Water games by mountain gorillas: implications
for behavioural development and flexibility — a
case report

Raquel Costa'*®, Misato Hayashi'’

'Japan Monkey Centre, “Primate Cognition Research
Group, Lisbon, Portugal, 3Primatologia, Brazil, ‘Chubu
Gakuin University

Play, whether solitary or social, serves critical
functions such as motor training and fostering behavioral
flexibility. While play is more prevalent during infancy
and juvenile stages, it also occurs in adults across various
species. Compared to social play, solitary play has
received limited attention in research. Here, we present
new empirical observations of solitary water play in a
subadult and two adult mountain gorillas in Bwindi
Impenetrable National Park, Uganda. These behaviors
were documented on three separate days between
January and February 2018, using focal sampling to
record interactions with water. Observed movements
included vigorous arm rotations, splashing, head tilting,
play faces, and hand-sweeping motions to create water
waves. Notably, one episode represents the first recorded
instance of vigorous water-splashing behavior in Bwindi
gorillas.

We propose that these behaviors serve three primary
functions: (1) exploration and familiarity with water as
an environmental variable and resource, (2) water
consumption, and (3) self-rewarding, positive actions
potentially linked to the repetition of controlled and
uncontrolled elements of play. Additionally, an indirect
function may involve enhancing behavioral flexibility,
contributing to better-coping mechanisms when faced

with challenges.
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