
8.4 (Helen Wills) Sometimes, you’ve got to trust your gut in the heat of the moment and 
be willing to amend your mission.  This response shows how an initial plan of action 
(focusing on Susie’s blanket) can acquire a second layer (focusing on Susie, herself, 
whenever she left the blanket) because of something else that becomes utterly 
compelling. The researcher still got her data about what was going on with the blanket for 
the session’s duration, but she got something much more, too:  some real insight on Susie 
and, as she says, the context surrounding Susie’s interactions with the blanket.  The 
summary data included in the “Blanket Activity Log” is an excellent model for 
organizing observations like these.  
 



Helen Wills | Exercises in Behavioral Observation, SOC 498/598-001
Observation Notes, 10/23/12 
Time: 11:30am - 12:30pm
Location: Regenstein Center for African Apes, Lincoln Park Zoo
Subject: Susie’s blanket

Assignment: Object Mapping
• Observe and record the use of a particular, inanimate object by a gorilla troop - either a fixed feature of   
 the environment or an inanimate object. 
• Look at how the object is incorporated or not into the group’s activities. How often is it used and for how   
 long? In what ways is it used? By whom? How does it affect or constrain the animal’s behavior? What   
 behaviors does it illicit or prevent? What functions does this object fulfill?
• Make a list of the functions think specific but also big/conceptual.
• Does the observation of this object give you any insight into the priorities and relationships of any   
 individuals in the group?

Setting the Stage
Walking from the cafe, I happened to take the path by the Branch Primate House and by the outdoor area 
of the Regenstein Center. There was Susie by her lonesome with a blanket, playing on the hill facing the 
primate house. Though I would miss out on the full troop’s interaction with the object since she was the 
only one outside, I was interested in watching Susie’s behavior in relation to the blanket, especially as she 
seemed to be in a very peculiar, excited mood.

Observations: “A Day in the Life of Susie’s Blanket”
11:30am
Susie is outside on the hill facing the Branch Primate House by herself. She is pulling a blanket around 
on the ground, using both arms to drag it across the hill from a space where she was sitting on it near 
the rocks to underneath one of the ropes that stretches between trees. She will tug it then spread it out 
by using a sweeping two-arm gesture to throw it up in the air and have it fall so it lays as flat and wide 
as possible. She then lays down on the blanket and reaches one arm straight in the air to grab the rope 
above her. She will turn sides and grab the rope with the other arm, seemingly restless. She stands 
up and grabs the rope with both arms, hanging on it, even biting at it at one point. Throughout her time 
playing with the rope, she is standing on the blanket, which seemingly acts as a marker of her area of 
activity. 

I am seeing Susie’s teeth fairly frequently in the short time I’ve observed her thus far, as she is making 
noises, biting the rope, and generally opening her mouth and baring her teeth while lying down (no noises 
sometimes, just expressions). Since no other gorilla is in sight, this act of showing her teeth cannot 
be an act of aggression towards any of the other troop members (directly), but seems like an act of 
restlessness, boredom, or possibly, frustration.

After a few minutes, Susie grabs at two clumps of nesting straw material about five feet to her right and 
pulls them on top of the blanket. She lays down in the nest she’s created for herself, rolling from side to 
side changing arms on the rope, at one point grabbing at the rope with both arms to hang and pull her 
torso a little bit off the ground. She sits up, still on the blanket, her right arm on the rope, her left arm 
across her chest with the hand holding her right shoulder. She looks over her right shoulder in this pose, 
in the general direction of her spectators (myself and about 2-3 other visitors). She looks a little bit forlorn 
- alone on the hill playing by herself, staring out at the visitors beyond the moat.

She bundles up the blanket and the bedding material with both hands and takes it over to the space 
between the two rock clusters, closer to the outdoor observation glass area. She lays out the bedding 
(blanket and straw), and stands on top of it facing the observation glass. She crosses her arms over her 
chest and does a beating gesture as she bends her legs and opens her mouth. [Is this a form of sign 
language, or just a gorilla being a gorilla? Either way, I’ve never seen it done by any of the gorillas when 
in the habitat area.]
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Susie sits down on the blanket and plays with the straw. She picks up a clump and chews at it between 
her teeth, then throws it down on the blanket beside her. She is still restless, rolling around on the blanket 
which seems to give her a sense of “place” - her own little island where she can belong. I can’t help but 
think of the changes of dynamics in the troop in the last two weeks with the arrival of Bana’s new baby. 
Two days ago when I observed the troop, Susie seemed enamored with both Bana and the baby, trying to 
get as close as she could, staring at both the mother and child with fascination. Today, she has chosen to 
isolate herself outside on a damp, cold day while her troop-mates are indoors, no doubt dry, together, and 
in the presence of Bana and the baby. As the youngest of the females and the former “baby” of the troop, 
I imagine that Susie is having a hard time adjusting with all of the attention on the baby. The blanket could 
be acting as a source of comfort, either as creating a place for her or even some form of companionship?

11:40am
Susie does the arm thumping again with both arms across her chest, standing and jumping up and 
down. She lays down again on the blanket. She opens her mouth and bares her teeth. She sits up on the 
blanket, scratches her leg and picks at the hair on it. She looks over at me, turns and stands, then walks 
over to the horizontal log, for the first time abandoning the blanket and nest area since my observation 
began. She walks down to the edge to the left, in the narrow space between the rock cluster and the 
ditch. She picks up what looks like a ball, sniffs it, and then drops it down into the ditch. She continues 
around the back side of the rocks and I lose sight of her.

11:45am
Susie has circled the rocks and come back to the blanket now, what is seeming like “home base” to her. 
She has a stick in her hand and chews at it, looking over in my direction intermittently (I am now the only 
visitor in the observation area). She drags the blanket down the hill a few feet, in an area between the 
log, the right side rocks and a cluster of branches. She then steps beyond it to pick through the grass on 
the other side of the rock on the right. She makes a quick head gesture to her left (in the direction of the 
Regenstein Center), which makes me think that she heard something, possibly from the chimpanzees.  

She walks around the far right side of the moat, in the direction of the habitat. She stops and stares at the 
entry to the habitat. She then stands up facing the moat and steps towards it to grab for some food in the 
grass. 

The blanket remains in same space she left it between the rocks.

11:50am
She walks up the hill towards the habitat, and I lose sight of her. 

Inside the Regenstein Center, I see her inside the habitat, not very far inside, close to the ropes near 
the outside window. She turns quickly, and runs outside again through the leftside opening. I move to 
the observation window that faces the outside. Susie has what looks like pumpkin in her hands, and 
something white in her mouth (mushroom?). She climbs a rope to a tree on the left side of the hill, and 
sits on a branch facing the habitat, about 6 feet off the ground. She has a stick in her hand (I’m not sure 
where it came from or when she picked it up). She climbs higher on the tree, to a branch that is closer to 
the moat on the left side.

11:55am
Susie, with her back to the tree trunk, looks down and chews, glancing every few moments in the 
direction of the habitat. She stands on the branch, does the chest pump again, then climbs higher. She 
sits on a branch and continues to eat, looking to her left in the direction of the habitat, and not ever 
looking to her right. She grabs at the rope just below the branch she is on, tugging at it. She climbs to a 
higher branch yet again, food in her mouth. After eating for a few moments, she puts the stick she’s been 
holding in her mouth, she pounds her chest again and then climbs to the highest branch and over to a 
branch on an adjacent tree a little bit further away on the hill. She looks away from the habitat, then faces 
towards it again and sits down. After a few short moments, she stands, pounds at her chest with the stick 
in her mouth, then climbs to the very top of the tree.
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12:00pm
Susie climbs down quickly from her perch, and sits in the net hanging in the middle space between some 
branches. She perches herself on the edge of the net as she looks towards the habitat, then jumps down 
and runs over the hill away from the habitat.

12:02pm
She has come back inside the habitat, looks around and grabs some lettuce, then comes up to the 
observation glass and bangs on it with her two fists, then quickly turns to run outside and over the hill. 

12:04pm
I walk outside and see Susie back in her spot near the outdoor observation area, in the larger area 
between the two clusters of rocks, sitting on the log there. The blanket sits to her left on the ground, and a 
small head of lettuce sits in front of her on the log as she eats at another head. 

She grabs at the blanket and pulls it in front of her on the log. She then takes it in both hands and pulls 
it above her head to cover her face and her head. It’s unclear as to whether she is playing or hiding or 
perhaps looking for something in the blanket? After a moment with the sheet covering her, she throws 
it down in front of her on the log. She walks away to her right, around the rock structure and I lose 
sight. She circles around the rocks and ends up in the small space between the rock clusters for a few 
moments. She then climbs up the hill and runs to one of the hanging ropes, swings on it, runs around the 
tree then back to the far side of one of the rocks. She sits chewing at a small twig, then runs along the 
ditch to the observation glass where she gets up close and licks it (?). She then turns around and gives 
the observation glass a backwards, swift kick. By the time I get to the observation area, I see three small 
children standing at the glass and one adult woman. Perhaps this show was for them?

Susie has run up between the rock clusters (past the blanket), up the hill and out of sight. 

12:10pm
Back inside the habitat, Susie is on top of the structure platform, shaking at a piece of horizontal bamboo 
with both hands. [She is all over the place today - a wild woman!] She then lays down with one hand still 
on the bamboo, leaning over her shoulder to look at Bana with baby in the corner. She climbs across 
some bamboo to be closer to Bana, then sits perched facing Rollie who is in the far right nest against the 
wall. She creeps closer to Rollie across the bamboo, to stand in front of her with her hands on the ceiling 
grate, seeming to taunt Rollie. Though I can’t see, it must have culminated in some action, as Susie runs 
over to the structure quickly, then down to a tree; Rollie chases after her as far as the structure platform 
then stops. Meanwhile, Bahati has climbed up high in the jutting corner near Bana to keep an eye on what 
Susie is up to, then climbs down to a bamboo branch in the middle space just below her. Susie climbs 
from the tree across the observation glass structure beams to the same corner where Bahati was and sits 
where she can be close to both Bahati, just below her, and Bana who is around the corner to the below 
right.

Susie, after a few moments, climbs down to be on the same bamboo branch as Bahati. They are right 
next to each other touching for a moment, then Bahati quickly climbs down and starts to walk across the 
habitat. Susie follows her, then begins to walk towards the outside area. Bahati, collecting food off the 
ground, moves to where she can keep an eye on Susie. 

Susie moves to the back left corner, where she plays with one of the new toys in the habitat - a tube with 
plugged ends hanging from a rope off one of the bamboo shoots. She climbs high after Bahati to the top 
left nest and grabs some of the cardboard that Bahati is eating. She sits perched above Bahati on the 
highest bamboo, facing outside. After a few moments, she then turns to face Bahati. She leans down and 
grabs lettuce from the space in front of Bahati. This feels like the first calm time for Susie today, a moment 
of communion with her mother. Bahati puts her hand on the end of the bamboo that Susie is perched on 
and Susie nonchalantly leans her arm on top of Bahati’s hand. 

12:25pm
Susie is still eating and turns to look outside, then back towards the center of the habitat. She gets in the 
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nest with Bahati and sits to her left with her back against the wall. She relaxes with one hand resting on 
her knee as she puts food in her mouth. She puts a piece of cardboard in her mouth and bats at it with 
both hands. Still playful, she is calmer sitting next to Bahati.

12:30pm
Susie seems fully calm. She lays down on her side, facing Bahati. Bahati climbs over her to the structure. 
As she does so, Susie grabs at Bahati’s leg with her right hand, but Bahati seems to pay no mind. After 
Bahati has left the nest, Susie remains laying down, picking at her hands. She grabs at the nearby 
hammock with her left hand as she lies on her back.

The blanket remains outside, where Susie left it on the log. 

End observation.

Analysis on object mapping
I couldn’t take my attention off of Susie today. The word I would best use to describe her behavior is 
“erratic” - she was unpredictable and a little all over the place, exhibiting behavior I hadn’t seen previously 
by her or by any gorilla in the troop for that matter. That said, my field notes are focused on Susie as 
much as they are on the blanket, which I think provides context to her engagement with the object on this 
particular day. Below is an activity log highlighting the time and levels of engagement that Susie had with 
the blanket on this day. 

Blanket activity log, 10/23/12
Duration/Time:  ~12 mins / 11:30-11:42am
Engagement Level:  High
Behavior:   Dragging blanket with both hands, laying/sitting/standing/jumping on blanket,   
   forming nest with blanket and other straw material, baring teeth
Function:   Bedding, comfort, entertainment, companionship, creating a sense of place

Time/Duration:  ~3 mins / 11:42-11:45am
Engagement Level:  Low
Behavior:   Walking away from blanket, exploring the area but still close by (within 20ft, in the  
   outdoor area)
Function:   Comfort through proximity, “home base”, an anchor in the space

Time/Duration:  ~2 mins / 11:45-11:47am
Engagement Level:  Medium
Behavior:   Laying on the blanket, dragging it a few feet, then dropping it
Function:   Bedding, companionship

Time/Duration:  ~3 mins / 11:47-11:50am
Engagement Level:  Low
Behavior:   Walking away from blanket, exploring further away to look for food near the   
   habitat
Function:   Unclear - I am not certain if she is coming back to the blanket or if she has   
   forgotten it for the moment

Time/Duration:  ~14 mins / 11:50am-12:04pm
Engagement Level:  None
Behavior:   Looking for food in the habitat area, eating food in tree on top of hill, not looking  
   in the direction of the blanket but Susie’s focus is on the habitat
Function:   None

Time/Duration:  ~2 mins / 12:04-12:06pm
Engagement Level:  Low
Behavior:   Sitting near the blanket, eating but not engaging with it
Function:   Companionship, sense of place p. 4/5



Time/Duration:  ~1 min / 12:06-12:07pm
Engagement Level:  High
Behavior:   Grabs at blanket to rest in front of her, covers her face with blanket
Function:   Entertainment, cover, comfort

Time/Duration:  ~3 mins / 12:07-12:10pm
Engagement Level:  Low
Behavior:   Walks away from blanket, running around the area but still not abandoning the   
   blanket as an anchor point (within 20-50ft, in the outdoor area)
Function:   Comfort through proximity, “home base”, an anchor in the space

Time/Duration:  ~20 mins / 12:10-12:30pm
Engagement Level:  None
Behavior:   Remains inside, engaging with other gorillas (particularly Bahati)
Function:   None

Susie/Blanket Engagement Levels Summary
High :   13 mins
Medium :  2 mins
Low :   11 mins
None:   34 mins

Further Analysis
The blanket seemed to play many roles for Susie today, as noted in the above log: a toy, bedding, a 
“home” of sorts - but also as a proxy for the other gorillas, most notably for Bahati. Susie had the blanket 
with her while she was alone outside in an area that was secluded from the other gorillas, either directly 
engaging with it or having it close by to her while she played in the area. The times when she paid no 
attention to it were when she was either inside the habitat or sitting nearby in the trees on the hill and 
keeping her gaze on the habitat. Once inside, Susie was interacting with the other gorillas in the space, 
whether pestering them (like Rollie), watching them (like Bana), or socializing with them (Bahati). There 
was a major contrast in Susie’s behavior once she was able to come inside, stay there, and eventually sit 
with her mother and eat -- compared with the time outside with/near the blanket when she was baring her 
teeth, running around the space, and being restless. Though the blanket was a source of comfort, it could 
not play the same role as the companionship of Bahati, or the same stimulation as interacting with the 
other gorillas.
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