You Can Touch This:
Using Touch Screen Computers as Enrichment with the Orangutans at Zoo Atlanta
Stacie Beckett, Keeper II Primate Department
Zoo Atlanta currently houses a large collection of orangutans. The zoo encourages problem solving in the orangutan collection with cognitive research on touch screen
computers. Animal care and research staff work together to give the orangutans the option to use the computers six days a week. Participation in the different programs
allows our research department to collect data on ape cognitive abilities while also providing an excellent source of enrichment.

The Touch Screen

Enrichment

The laptops are placed in
metal boxes and connected
to a touch screen. The box
attaches to the mesh,
making it easy and safe to
use in a variety of locations.
The boxes were designed by
the maintenance team at
Yerkes National Primate
Research Center.

The computers are a great source
of enrichment, especially if the
orangutans have to be kept off
exhibit due to inclement weather,
exhibit repairs or health issues.
The computers can be set up at
different times of the day for
varying amounts of time to keep
the orangutans interested.
Front view

Rear View

The benefits of touch screen
cognitive research are multifaceted; we get to learn more
about how the orangutans think
and problem solve, and the
orangutans appear to enjoy the
enrichment value of the computer
tasks.

Research
The research team
coordinates with keepers to
decide which orangutans
will get computers that day.
Generally, research sets up
the computers in the
morning, before the
orangutans shift onto
exhibit. The length of the
sessions are 5-20 min.
depending on the interest
level of the orangutan.

The computer work is
all voluntary. The
orangutans do receive
a small reward for
correct answers, but
they are not forced in
any way to participate.
Some show a high
level of interest, while
others ignore the
computer completely.

The Learning Tree

Orangutans Pongo (L) and Blaze (R) work on the touch screen computers.

The Learning Tree is
featured in one of the
outdoor exhibit yards
and contains a touch
screen computer. This
allows the opportunity to
enrich the orangutans
on exhibit. Staff are also
able to carry out public
demonstrations.

Dr. Reggie Paxton Gazes sets up computers for the
orangutans.

There are a variety of programs with
different cognitive tasks for the
orangutans to work on such as object
discrimination, spatial laterality and
reversal learning. Zoo Atlanta
conducts this research in
collaboration with the Laboratory for
Comparative Primate Cognition at
Emory University.
Orangutan Madu working on a cognitive task .

Orangutan Madu uses the Learning Tree.
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