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The Right Touch
Since they debuted at the zoo in 2015, the 
Japanese macaques have had a lot to learn, 
and to teach, using touchscreen computers

BY KATE SILVER

A Japanese macaque sequences colored dots in

previous tests that laid the groundwork for more

sophisticated challenges posed by researchers like

Sarah Huskisson (opposite page). Ph
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when the Regenstein Center for African Apes opened in 
2004, and regularly fields calls from facilities around the 
world asking for advice on cognitive research. Completely 
voluntary, these tests challenge primates to problem-solve 
in a dynamic way, much as they do 
with enrichment devices provided 
by caregivers. Since the macaques 
arrived four years ago, they, too, 
have been fueling research and 
knowledge about the species at the 
zoo and beyond. 

“Really, we’re letting the animals tell us what their prefer-
ences are,” says Maureen Leahy, the zoo’s vice president of 
animal care and horticulture.

A scientific approach
Scientifically informed exhibit design supporting natural 

behaviors for the monkeys, as well as behavioral-monitor-
ing and cognitive research by zoo scientists, was at play 
even before the macaques left Japan in a cargo plane for 
Lincoln Park Zoo in 2014. Back then, recalls Leahy, space 
was available for a new exhibit near the West Gate. They 
wanted to create something with a “wow” factor, she says, 
and that would be dynamic and exciting for guests. Their 
focus turned to primates, but not just any primate. Japanese 
macaques are the northernmost-living non-human primate, 
meaning they would be a good fit for Chicago’s weather, 
which is similar to Japan’s. 

The zoo team set out to design a forest fit for these 
curious and social monkeys. “We really wanted to create a 
habitat that could allow our macaques to express the full 
repertoire of all of their complex behaviors,” says Leahy. 
That meant building a series of tall trees with canopies of 
branches the monkeys could cross like they do in the wild. 
Rocky outcroppings would o�er quiet, private areas and a 
variety of microclimates, like heated rocks, cooling fans, a 
hot spring, and temperate stream. And a series of 300-pound 
stone Japanese lanterns weren’t just placed for decora-
tion—they house automatic feeders, which dole out food at 
di�erent times, encouraging the monkeys to forage.

Then it was time to bring the Japanese macaques to their 
new home. The troop came from an accredited facility called 
Japan Monkey Centre Museum and Zoo for Nonhuman 
Primates in Inuyama, Japan. There, they lived in a much 
larger group. “We worked with the zoo there to identify 
animals that would be good to bring here, to our new exhibit, 
to bolster the genetic diversity in the accredited zoo popu-
lation in North America,” says Leahy. As with all species at 
the zoo, the goal would be to create a healthy, sustainable 
zoo population through a Species Survival Plan (SSP) and 
educate visitors. After the Japanese macaques flew to 

In the final installment of our year-long magazine series
on the care and conservation of primates, we catch up
with the snow monkeys at Regenstein Macaque Forest
and see how science supports their welfare while also
expanding knowledge in primatology.

Beyond their red-tinged faces, their thick fur, and their
intense gazes, the Japanese macaques at Lincoln Park Zoo
all have something else in common: they dislike celery.

While hatred of celery, in and of itself, is nothing partic-
ularly unusual, the way that zoo sta� learns this—and about
the monkeys’ shared love of peanuts and “jungle pellets,” a
pre-formed monkey food—is actually quite remarkable: they
ask them.

That’s what’s happening on a busy Monday in July. Sarah
Jacobson, a former research assistant with the Lester E.
Fisher Center for the Study and Conservation of Apes, sits
inside a small booth—a.k.a. the “cog booth”—next to the
Regenstein Macaque Forest, toggling between two com-
puters and taking notes. On the other side of the booth, in
two small rooms accessed by a kind of swinging doggy door,
Japanese macaques who choose to participate are using a
touchscreen. Options displayed over the course of about an
hour use photos to ask questions, and include options like
peanut or celery? Blue or yellow?

“Sometimes their response seems to be quicker than what
I think I would be able to do,” says Jacobson.

The macaques’ answers to these cognitive tests are
helping scientists and keepers at the zoo gain valuable
insights about their individual preferences. At the same
time, for visitors looking on, the testing is a window into
the mission of Lincoln Park Zoo, where science, research,
and animal care go hand-in-hand. The zoo was in the
vanguard of touchscreen testing with gorillas and apes

“We’re letting the
animals tell us what
their preferences are,”
says Maureen Leahy.
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Akita, 12
The boss man is 
extra suave with 
the touchscreen, 
confidently using 
one finger or 
sometimes pinch-
ing the screen 
with two. When 
he’s around, 
others know it’s 
time to get out—
and stay out—of 
the booth.

Izumi, 12
As the dominant 
female and queen 
bee, Izumi is quick 
with the touch-
screen—and even 
used it to choose 
her daughter’s 
name. 

Iwaki, 2 
Izumi’s daughter 
is the troop’s 
“princess”, 
because she 
inherited her 
mom’s rank. She’ll 
boss around most 
of the gang, and 
usually, they’ll 
listen. On the 
touchscreens 
she’s the quickest 
of the bunch.  

Miyagi, 12
Known as “Mr. 
Mom”, Miyagi 
is father to all 
three of the 
juvenile girls. He’s 
laid-back, enjoys 
playing with his 
daughters—and 
lets them get 
away with things 
their mothers 
might not.

Nara, 12
Impatient and not 
exactly graceful, 
Nara’s style with 
the touchscreen 
is known as 
“pancake hand” 
for the way she 
palms the device. 
If the test pauses, 
she’ll just keep 
pushing the screen 
while staring at the 
human researcher.

Meet 
the 
Troop

Chicago, the animals—five females and three males, all around 9 
or 10 years old and named by Lincoln Park Zoo sta� for cities in 
Japan—had a lot to adjust to: they would need to negotiate their 
new social structure while exploring their new habitat.  

From day one, the team at Lincoln Park Zoo began collecting 
data using ZooMonitor, an app created onsite and used at facil-
ities around the world to record animal behavior and exhibit 
space use. From that information, it was clear the monkeys 
were taking well to their new home. “We saw very quickly 
where the dominance hierarchies were lining up,” says Leahy. 
Akita, the leader to this day, quickly assumed the role of alpha 
male, while Izumi, the dominant female to this day, reigned 
supreme among females. The others fell in line below.

They also adapted well to the space, says Leahy. “Throughout 
the year, the animals have the choice to go behind the scenes or 
be on exhibit, and when we take a look at the ZooMonitor data, 
70 percent of the time they’re using the exhibit space, based on 
their preferences. That tells us that we’ve created an environ-
ment that really meets their needs,” says Leahy. 

Just as important, they’ve taken well to sharing it with their 
new family members: since 2015, three of the females have had 
babies. Obu, a male, was born in the spring of 2015 to Ono, and 
now resides at Minnesota Zoo, based on a recommendation by 
the Japanese macaque SSP. Otaru, Iwaki, and Nagoya, daugh-
ters of Ono, Izumi, and Nara, respectively, were born in the 
spring of 2016, bringing the troop numbers to 11. All three girls 
have the same father: Miyagi, who the sta� has nicknamed “Mr. 

Mom.” When the kids were young, he would watch and play 
with them and never seemed too far away.

The newest generation is also carrying on cultural traditions 
of the greater macaque population. Because macaques are a 
matrilineal society, the babies inherit the social standings of 
their mothers. In other words, Iwaki, as the daughter of the 
queen-bee Izumi, was basically born with a silver spoon. “Even 
when she was just starting to wean and forage for food on her 
own, at about 4 months of age, she had the social standing to go 
sit right next to the males or other females and even displace 
them over food,” says Leahy. 

Finding their voices through technology
It’s the juveniles, now nearing their third birthdays, who have 
proven to be quick learners. “All three of the young girls in 
the Japanese macaque group have quickly adopted using the 
touchscreen from a really, really young age,” says Lydia Hopper, 
Ph.D., who designs and oversees the experiments and serves 
as assistant director with the Lester E. Fisher Center for the 
Study and Conservation of Apes. While the older macaques 
had to learn how to lift the dog-style doors to enter the booth 
and then figure out the devices themselves, the technology has 
always been there for the younger ones. Much like the digital 
native generation of humans, they’ve seen their mothers using 
the touchscreens since their earliest days. The little ones have 
also brought a lot of laughs to visitors. When they’re not using 
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Nagoya, 2
Nara’s daughter is 
perhaps the most 
food-motivated 
of all. Researchers 
know that she’s 
in the cog booth 
because she’ll 
often stick her 
hand up the tube 
where the drops 
food out. 

Ono, 12
A middle-ranking 
female, Ono is 
stubborn. When 
she gets in the 
cog booth, she 
likes to stay there. 
She’s not afraid 
of causing drama 
and chasing 
around the other 
monkeys. 

Otaru, 2
Like her mother, 
Ono, Otaru is a 
drama queen. 
She’ll start 
screaming for 
seemingly no 
reason and 
cause chaos, just 
because she can. 

Mito, 12
Feisty and 
ambitious, Mito 
tries to rise above 
her low rank, but 
the others keep 
putting her in her 
place.

Yuki, 12 
With her strik-
ing good looks 
(her identifying 
marking looks 
like eye shadow), 
Yuki tends to stay 
below the radar 
and avoid conflict. 

Kuma, 12
The subordinate 
male, Kuma can 
be a little aloof at 
times, and chal-
lenging to keep 
on task in the cog 
booth. Something 
of a dreamer, he 
loves to chase 
birds around 
Regenstein 
Macaque Forest.  

the touchscreens the three girls like to bounce o� the walls and 
hang from the ceiling of the cog booth until they’re told by an 
older macaque to leave. 

The troop is involved in a series of cognitive tests right now. 
One study, as mentioned earlier, uses photos to ask about food 
preferences, pitting two food choices against each other, so that 
monkeys can choose, say, carrot versus cereal and be rewarded 
with their choice (that’s where the detested celery comes in). 
Another tests their propensity for risk taking, posting a photo of 
one of the food choices next to a question mark. Will the animal 
be more likely to choose, say, a green bean, or gamble on the 
question mark? Hopper says that, for all of the tests, research-
ers have seen individual variation, from how quick participants 
are at learning new memory tasks to which foods they prefer to 
how risk-averse they are. 

The potential for future tests is vast. Hopper says that, down 
the line, they could ask the monkeys what type of enrichment 
(i.e. activity) they prefer; which monkey they enjoy spending 
time with; if they like summer better than winter, and so much 
more. By performing a test during the annual Chicago Air and 
Water Show—a time that could potentially be more stressful at 
the zoo, with the constant roaring airplane engines—the scien-
tists have even been able to discern how stress impacts the way 
the macaques respond. All of this has the potential to change 
how they’re cared for, not just at Lincoln Park Zoo, but at 
facilities worldwide. “We know that for zoo animals, choice and 

control is so important for their well-being,” says Hopper. “We 
know that it alleviates stress—the more choices that animals 
are able to make.” 

Even though they can’t speak in words, technology is giving 
macaques at Lincoln Park Zoo a loud and clear voice. 

Want to see the macaque cognitive testing in action? It takes place 
at the Regenstein Macaque Forest every weekday from 11:45 a.m. 
to 12:15 p.m. 

Above: Nutritious food items provide positive 

reinforcement during touchscreen cognition sessions.
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Macaque inset photos by Todd Rosenberg and Sarina Benoit
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