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Metacognition — the ability to think about thinking — is a
cognitive skill that we use every day in recognizing what we know, and what we don’t know. Though
metacognition was once thought to be a skill unique to humans, a new study published in Psychological
Science suggests that chimpanzees may share this ability.

Psychological scientist Michael Beran of Georgia State University and colleagues tested metacognition
in three language-trained chimpanzees. All three chimpanzees had been trained from an early age to use
symbols to request and label objects, actions, locations, and individuals. And they could respond to
requests by humans using those symbols.

The researchers placed various treats — such as bananas, M&Ms, apples, peanuts, and raisins — in a
container. Then they either titled the container toward or away from the chimpanzee. If the chimpanzees
saw a raisin in the container, they could press the symbol for raisin and it would be delivered. But, if the
researchers did not show the contents of the container, the chimpanzees would have to make an extra
effort to walk to the container to identify the item before going back to answer on the keyboard. Only
correct responses were rewarded with the food item.

The data, gathered over many trials, indicated that chimpanzees tended to answer right away when they
had seen the treat in the container. But if they hadn’t been shown the food item, they were much more
likely to investigate rather than taking a guess on the keyboard.

According to the researchers, these findings suggest that chimps know what they know and what they
don’t know. The study provides evidence that chimpanzees have metacognitive abilities that are closely
related to those of humans.

Co-authors on this research include J. David Smith of the University of Buffalo and Bonnie Perdue of
Georgia State University.
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