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Postpartum social interactions in families of
spiny mice (Acomys cahirinus) observed in
a laboratory environment
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Eight mated pairs of adult spiny mice (eight males, eight females) with their litters were ob-
served from the day before birth through Day 10 postpartum. Parent-offspring interactions in
the form of the amount of time each parent spent in physical contact with its offspring were
recorded. Parental interactions were also recorded by measuring (1) the amount of time the dam
and sire were in physical contact, (2) their activity levels, and (3) the percentage of times the dam
led and followed the sire through the home environment. Each mated pair reared its litter inside
a four-compartment habitat enclosure. Observations took place on the day before birth (Day 0)
and on Days 1, 5, and 10 postpartum, were recorded on videotape, and were later coded in
1-h samples using a TRS-80 Model 100 portable computer. The primary findings were that (1) adult
activity levels peaked on Day 1, (2) sires accumulated significantly more contact time with off-
spring than did dams, and (3) dams tended to follow sires during movement sequences signifi-
cantly more often than they led sires. Limited developmental trends were observed in parental
and parent-offspring interactions as a function of the postpartum age of the litter. These data
further define the parental role of sires in Acomys and document their contribution to social co-

hesiveness and mutual attachment among family members.

A growing number of studies of parental behavior in
rodents have focused on the role of the sire and his direct
and indirect contributions to the development of his off-
spring. Direct contributions are those that come from
specific forms of parent-offspring interaction, and are by
far more numerous in documentation of the sire’s in-
fluence. Indirect contributions, those that appear to result
from the sire’s influence on the dam, have also been
reported, although less frequently.

In studies reporting direct contributions by the sire, his
presence was often the independent variable manipulated.
Presence, however, has taken on the dual meaning of be-
ing either physical or ‘‘chemical,’’ with the advancement
of knowledge of the role of odor cues as determinants of
behavior. A good example of this approach is the series
of experiments by Csermely (1980, 1981), who reported
that newborn mouse pups (Mus musculus) were made less
active in or near the nest by the actual presence of a sire.
Furthermore, the urine of the sire produced a similar ef-
fect. However, because the urine of unbred strange males
also subdued activity in pups, the chemical cue hypothesis
appears to be nonspecific to paternal contributions per se.

The sire’s direct effect on individual behavior patterns
has also been studied. For example, Mugford and Nowell
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(1972) showed that the presence of the sire during the post-
partum period contributed to the development of fighting
behavior in albino mouse pups. And as might be expected,
others have reported that direct contact with the sire is
not necessary to facilitate the development of fighting
(Wuensch & Cooper, 1981); rather, access to the sire’s
odor alone is sufficient.

Also numerous among these reports are observational
studies of entire family units (dam, sire, and litter). These
have often indicated that both parents participate in the
caretaking of their young. Preistnall and Young (1978),
for example, reported that Mus sires did not differ from
dams in the amount of nest building they performed or
in the frequency of licking or retrieving pups. This pat-
tern of paternal behavior has been observed in several
other rodent species (Hartung & Dewsbury, 1979). El-
wood (1975) characterized the sire’s contribution to
caretaking in Mongolian gerbils (Meriones unguiculatus)
as one of providing high levels of tactile stimulation of
the young. The sire’s role in family interactions involved
behaviors such as licking the pups and walking and lying
on the pups.

In reviewing such data, it becomes difficult to separate
direct from indirect paternal contributions. For example,
Elwood and Broom (1978) postulated that the paternal
contribution in gerbils serves to increase the temperature
at the nest site, which facilitates the rate of development
of the pups. Pups reared in family units with their sire
developed to the point of eye opening faster than pups
reared without the sire. Likewise, a facilitative, but ap-

Copyright 1985 Psychonomic Society, Inc.



254

parently indirect, effect of males was reported by Fuller-
ton and Cowley (1971), who showed that chemical cues
from males influenced the behavior, growth, and develop-
ment of young mice (Mus). They found that pups exposed
to the odor of adult males gained weight, developed more
rapidly, were heavier when weaned, and were more ac-
tive in open-field tests than those exposed to the odor of
a group of adult females.

The present observational study of families of spiny
mice (Acomys cahirinus) was a longitudinal analysis of
parental and parent-offspring interactions. Spiny mouse
pups are precocial, born covered with hair and with their
eyes open. They show intact motor and sensory capabili-
ties immediately following birth. They are unique sub-
jects for testing hypotheses generated by what is already
known about paternal behavior in rodents. One question
of particular interest here was whether spiny mouse sires
contributed to parent-offspring interaction and whether
there was a developmental factor in this contribution. For
example, there would seem to be little demand for the
sire’s presence or proximity as a temperature source by
precocial offspring born with hair. Another concern of
these observations was to determine any pattern of change
in the parental relationship as the pups developed.

Measures of individual behavior by parents included
their activity and locomotion in a family habitat cage.
Measures of their social interaction included the duration
of physical contact and the degree to which the dam led
or followed the sire during coordinated movement. Mea-
sures of parent-offspring interaction included the dura-
tion of physical contact with pups.

METHOD

Subjects

The subjects were eight mated pairs of adult spiny mice (Acomys ca-
hirinus), eight males and eight females, and their litters. All adults had
had prior breeding experience. The litters were born during the period
of the study and ranged from 1 to 4 pups. During the period of the study,
the subjects were maintained under continuous light and were kept
separate from the main colony.

Apparatus

Each dam, sire, and litter were housed together in a habitat enclosure
that comprised four clear plastic compartments interconnected by two
networks of plastic tunnels. This apparatus was installed in a small test
room apart from the main colony. The resulting configuration represented
six movement zones. The floor of each compartment was covered with
a layer of wood shavings, and two of the compartments contained both
water and Purina Rat Chow. The bedding was not changed during the
observation period. The test enclosure was washed thoroughly with an
Alconox solution prior to the introduction of a family. Videotape
apparatus was used to record all observations. A TRS-80 Model 100
portable computer was used to code the videotapes. The resulting records
of the observation sessions consisted of streams of behavioral codes
matched to the elapsed clock time at which the code was entered (Deni,
Szijarto, Eisler, & Fantauzzo, 1984).

Procedure

Four 60-min videotapes were recorded over the course of litter devel-
opment. Separate recordings were obtained between 1400 and 1700 h
on Day 0 (the day before birth) and Days 1, 5, and 10 postpartum. The
subjects were not physically disturbed during the course of the study.
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The videotapes were coded using two separate passes. The first coding
was to measure the duration (in seconds) of three categories of physical
contact: (1) dam touching pup(s), (2) sire touching pup(s), and (3) dam
touching sire. Each category was represented by a pair of keys on the
portable computer used as the recording device. Each pair consisted
of a “‘start’’ key, pressed when contact was initiated, and a ‘‘stop’’ key
to end timing. The second coding series was to measure locomotion by
the dam and sire. The frequency of movement from zone to zone within
the apparatus was recorded. In addition, a sequential analysis of the ten-
dency of the dam to lead or follow the sire was done. An interrater reli-
ability check on each coding series showed that agreement on all mea-
sures was above 90%.

RESULTS

Duration of Contact with Pups

The raw data on the duration for each of the three
categories of physical contact at each postpartum age level
were converted to minutes, and two analyses were done.

A two-factor mixed analysis of variance (Kirk, 1968,
p. 248) was done to test for differences as a function of
sex of parent (the between-subjects factor) and postpar-
tum age of litter (the within-subjects factor). There was
a significant main effect of sex of parent [F(1,14) = 30.3,
p < .01]. Sires spent much more time in physical con-
tact with their pups (mean = 39.9 min, SD = 60.1) than
did dams (mean = 12 min, SD = 12.0). The develop-
mental trends in this measure, although not statistically
significant, indicated parental sex differences. Table 1
shows that sires generally increased their physical con-
tact with pups as they matured, whereas dams maintained
a steady level on this measure.

The effect of the postpartum age of litters on the phys-
ical contact between dams and sires was also tested. A
within-subjects analysis of variance was done on the
parental contact scores from each age level, but the age
factor was not statistically significant. The developmen-
tal trend, however, was smooth and showed a drop in du-
ration of contact at the day of birth, followed by a gradual
return to the prepartum level. The means in minutes for
contact between dams and sires at Days 0 (before birth),
1,5, and 10 were 14.0, 7.3, 10.2, and 14.4, respectively
(SDs were 20.5, 11.0, 19.4, and 21.6, respectively).

Activity Level of Parents
The raw data on activity level were derived from count-
ing the number of times each adult moved from zone to

Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations of Duration (in Minutes)
of Physical Contact with Pups by Dams and Sires
at Three Postpartum Ages

Sex of Parent Postpartum Age Mean SD
Day 1 14.0 20.3

Dam Day 5 8.3 17.5
Day 10 13.8 16.6

Day 1 29.0 22.1

Sire Day 5 443 18.9
Day 10 46.4 18.5




Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations of Percentage of Times Dams
Led and Followed Sires During Sequences of Movement
Through the Six Zones of the Test Habitat
the Three Postpartum Ages

Movement
Postpartum Age Pattern Mean SD
. Lead 0.7 1.4
Day 0 (before birth) gy 204 303
Lead 20.2 29.6
Day 1 Follow 126 228
Dav 5 Lead 4.5 4.8
ay Follow 18.1 26.6
Lead 0.0 0.0
Day 10 Follow 251 266

zone within the test enclosure. Another two-factor mixed
analysis of variance was done to test for the effects of
sex of parent and postpartum age of litter. There was a
significant postpartum age effect [F(3,42) = 9.19,
p < .001]. Overall locomotor activity peaked on Day 1.
Post hoc Newman-Keul’s tests showed Day 1 to differ
from all other levels. The means for Days 0, 1, 5, and
10, respectively, were 36.4, 170.8, 21.8, and 21.3 (SDs
were 66.9, 172.8, 15.7, and 13.6, respectively).

Patterns of Social Movement by Parents

The raw data on social movement were in the form of
the number of sequences of the dam leading or following
the sire from zone to zone. These scores were corrected
for differences in overall activity levels by transforma-
tion into percentages. The resulting percentages indicated
(1) the proportion of zone moves by the dam in which
she led the sire and (2) the proportion of moves in which
she followed the sire.

These scores were tested with a two-factor within-
subjects analysis of variance (Kirk, 1968, p. 237) with
both postpartum age (0, 1, 5, and 10 days) and move-
ment pattern (lead, follow) as within-subjects factors.
There was a significant difference in the percentage of
time the dam led versus followed the sire [F(1,7) = 7.39,
p < .05]. Dams followed the sire three times more often
than they led. The percentage means were 19.0 and 6.4,
(SDs were 25.8, and 16.5), respectively.

Although not statistically significant, the developmen-
tal trends in these social movement scores indicated that
a stable developmental pattern was broken on Day 1 post-
partum. Table 2 shows Day 1 to be unique in that on that
day dams led sires more than they followed them.

DISCUSSION

The important findings of this observational study of spiny mice con-
cerned the role of the sire in parental and parent-offspring interactions.
Sires showed considerable attachment behavior toward their offspring,
in that they exceeded dams in the level of physical contact with pups.
This observation represents an obvious direct contribution to the process
of parent-offspring attachment. Sires also showed a developmental
progression in the maintenance of physical contact with their pups. in
that they displayed more huddling as the pups matured. Dams did not
show this progression, but maintained a steady lower level.
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An indirect contribution was also noted in that dams followed sires
around the habitat enclosure more frequently than they led them. Sires
attracted dams during periods of social movement, and this behavior
can also be seen as contributing to the maintenance of a cohesive social
unit. The single exception to this finding occurred on Day 1 postpartum
when the data were reversed: Dams led sires more than they followed.
In these Day 1 samples, sires were observed to engage in vigorous copula-
tory behavior with dams. When dams followed sires, however, the be-
havior included neither sexual nor aggressive interactions.

These processes in spiny mice can be compared with those found to
be operating in studies of family interaction in altricial mouse species.
In altricial species, the pups’ need to conserve body heat has been iden-
tified as a controlling factor in the high incidence of paternal tactile stimu-
lation (Dudley, 1974; Elwood & Broom, 1978). Since spiny mice are
born with hair and locomotor capacity (two factors that contribute to
independent regulation of body temperature), it would seem reasonable
not to expect sires to engage in high levels of huddling with their pups.
This was not the case, however, and the result may call for an explana-
tion based on a more complex conception of family attachment processes.

As precocial offspring, spiny mouse pups pose more of a problem
for a parent seeking to maintain proximity and to monitor the pup’s po-
sition in a complex environment. It may be that the present data indi-
cate a specific paternal role in caregiving in that sires frequently hud-
dle with their pups (a direct contribution), and when sires move, they
are likely to elicit following responses by the dam (an indirect contri-
bution). The effect in any case is likely to be one of increased family
cohesiveness as dams follow sires and sires keep in regular huddling
contact with offspring.
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