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Many important decisions boil down to a choice between the supposed safety of sticking with what we
know and the risk of going out on a limb for a chance at getting something even better. Though risk-
taking preferences vary between individuals, research with humans points toward several key findings:
Young people like to take more risks, males tend toward more risky behaviors than females, and we’re
all generally less willing to take risks in situations with more ambiguous outcomes. 

“Risk preference is central to human activity and has the potential to influence the entire course of our
lives and therefore present wide-ranging consequences for society,” write Lou M. Haux (Max Planck
Institute for Human Development) and colleagues Jan M. Engelmann (University of California,
Berkeley), Ruben C. Arslan, APS Fellow Ralph Hertwig (Max Planck Institute for Human
Development), and Esther Herrmann (University of Portsmouth) in research newly published in 
Psychological Science. “However, the evolutionary roots of human risk preference remain poorly
understood.” 

Research by Haux and colleagues suggests that these findings also apply to risk-taking in chimpanzees,
our closest evolutionary ancestor in the animal kingdom, and that individual chimps’ risk preference is

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/09567976221140326
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/09567976221140326


stable and trait-like across situations. 

“It’s really fascinating because in humans it’s not clear if someone who is financially risk-taking would
also do more risk-taking with something like bungee jumping,” Haux said in an interview. “Our study
also suggests that risk preference has deeper evolutionary roots which should be taken into account.” 

Haux and colleagues examined the risk-taking behavior of 86 chimpanzees living in sanctuaries in
Uganda and Kenya, through a combination of behavioral experiments and observational reports from
their human caregivers. The caregivers, who had known each chimpanzee for an average of 12 years in
Uganda and 20 years in Kenya, reported on each animal’s specific behaviors and perceived comfort
with risk. These behaviors included how frequently the chimpanzee engaged in risky foraging, interacted
with snakes, escaped from their enclosure, and competed with other chimpanzees to increase their
position in the hierarchy, along with their willingness to interact with strangers. 

The chimpanzees’ caregiver ratings were found to correlate with one another. The strongest relationship
was between foraging and general risk-taking preference; a weaker relationship was between the
chimps’ tendency to escape and competing aimed at hierarchy climbing. 

“Our results showed that chimpanzees’ willingness to take risks appears to manifest as a traitlike
preference,” Haux and colleagues write. 

One exception to this trend, however, was chimpanzees’ willingness to interact with strangers, which
was found to be only weakly related to their other risk-taking behaviors. This supports previous findings
suggesting that chimpanzees may process social risk differently than resource-related economic risks,
the researchers write. 

Fifty-five of the chimpanzees also completed a task that measured their preference for risky and
ambiguous choices in an experimental setting. In each trial, they chose a ball from one of two urns. One
urn was always safe because it contained two balls filled with one peanut each. In the risky condition,
the second urn also contained two balls, but one was filled with two peanuts and the other with nothing.
In the ambiguous condition, the balls in the second urn still contained two rewards or nothing, but the
urn was entirely opaque, hiding its contents from view. This made it more difficult for the chimpanzees
to infer probability information about the reward they would receive, Haux said. 



Ambiguous and risky choices in the behavioral experiments. (a) Experimental setup. (b) Ambiguous
condition. (c) Risky condition. (d) Proportion of ambiguous and risky choices. Black dots represent
means; error bars represent 95% credible intervals. From Haux, L. M., Engelmann, J. M., Arslan, R. C.,
Hertwig, R., & Herrmann, E. (2023). Chimpanzee and Human Risk Preferences Show Key Similarities. 
Psychological Science, 0(0). https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976221140326

On average, chimpanzees chose the risky urn over the safe urn 55% of the time but chose the ambiguous
urn over the safe urn in just 25% of trials. This suggests that chimpanzees, like humans, prefer to avoid
situations with ambiguous versus known risks, Haux and colleagues write. 

This preference differed slightly with the chimpanzees’ sex, however. While males chose 55% of risky
urns and 20% of ambiguous urns, females chose 50% of risky urns and 25% of ambiguous urns.
Caregivers also rated male chimpanzees as having higher risk preferences, and young adult males’
experimental and observed risk-taking behavior was found to be higher than chimpanzees in other age
groups. 

“Structural similarities in risk preferences of humans and one of our closest living relatives are likely to
reflect adaptations to similar dynamics in primate life histories,” Haux and colleagues write. While
socialization experiences also influence human risk-taking preferences, the parallels between human and
chimpanzee behavior suggest that evolutionary adaptions have helped set a consistent baseline, Haux
said. 

Future work should compare how the risk-taking preferences of chimpanzees living in sanctuaries may
differ from those living in zoos or in the wild, as well as how they compare to those of bonobos, another
close evolutionary relative of humans, she added. 

“Bonobos have a different social structure, so for a complete reconstruction of our last common ancestor



it would also be essential to look at bonobos,” Haux said. 
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See more research involving animal behavior

  

  

Dogs Act Jealously Even When They Don’t See Their Rival

Researchers gauged the reactions of a group of dogs when their owners appeared to shower
attention on a perceived rival. 
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How Viewing Cute Animals Can Help Rekindle Marital Spark

Using evaluative conditioning, a team of researchers has developed an unconventional
intervention for helping a marriage maintain its spark: pictures of puppies and bunnies. 
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Research on Baboons’ Capacity for Speech Sounds Makes International Splash

Having a lower larynx than humans do doesn’t prevent baboons from being able to make human-
like vowel sounds. 
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