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Chimpanzees. Credit: Dr Nicholas Newton-Fisher

Bystanders can influence the way adult male chimpanzees establish
grooming interactions according to research by anthropologists at the
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University of Kent.

The results challenge existing theories and bring into question the long-
held assumption that patterns of social interactions in chimpanzees and
other primates reflect relationships that themselves indicate a level of
trust between individuals.

The research was conducted by Dr Nicholas E. Newton-Fisher and
colleague Dr Stefano Kaburu from Kent's School of Anthropology and
Conservation. Published by the journal Scientific Reports, it reveals the
clear influence of bystanders on grooming decisions, and, intriguingly,
that such decisions did not appear to be based on prior grooming
interactions.

It also found that with more bystanders - a larger audience - male chimps
offered less grooming at the start of a bout, were more likely to abandon
attempts to start a grooming interaction, and that their grooming efforts
were less likely to be reciprocated.

The results suggest that the chimps' decisions on how much to invest in
grooming interactions are based at least in part on whether there are
other potential social partners close by.

While it is widely held that affiliative relationships, built up over a
history of previous interactions, significantly shape future interactions,
this was not supported by the research.

The findings therefore add to a growing body of evidence that grooming
and other forms of social interaction in non-human primates are driven
by considerations of direct benefits rather than relationships based on
trust.

Wild chimpanzees were an ideal species with which to conduct the
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research because they live in large groups, associations between
individuals are fluid, and social relationships variable.

For the study, entitled 'Bystanders, parcelling, and an absence of trust in
the grooming interactions of wild male chimpanzees', Dr Kaburu and Dr
Newton-Fisher studied the behaviour of chimpanzees in a 60-strong
community from the Mahale Mountains National Park, Tanzania, which
has been continuously studied for over 30 years. The chimpanzees were
used to human observation and grooming interactions could be recorded
in detail at close range.

  More information: Stefano S. K. Kaburu et al. Bystanders, parcelling,
and an absence of trust in the grooming interactions of wild male
chimpanzees, Scientific Reports (2016). DOI: 10.1038/srep20634
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