
 

Modeling human-animal interactions to show
when animals should avoid humans
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The effect of social learning (SL) on critters' ability to adjust their avoidance
behavior following a change in human population composition. After 100
encounters, the human population is reduced from 80% dangerous to 20%
dangerous. Blue lines depict critters without SL (S = 0), orange lines depict
critters with SL (S = 1), and gray lines indicate the baseline probability of
avoiding without SL when the human population is composed of 20% dangerous
humans at the beginning of and throughout the time series. Results are shown for
critters with a low learning weight of 0.1 (a) and a high learning weight of 0.9,
showing the associated effect of learning asymmetry (b). Figure shows 10
repeated simulation runs. Credit: Royal Society Open Science (2022). DOI:
10.1098/rsos.211742

A team of researchers from the University of Exeter and the Max Planck
Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology has built a model to show where
human-animal interactions are in the best interests of the animals. In
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their paper published in the journal Royal Society Open Science, the
group describes the factors they used to create their model.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that animals have a difficult time figuring
out which humans to trust and which to avoid. Some humans, for
example, may extend a hand filled with food, while others may pull out a
gun and start shooting. Because of that, animals have taken different
approaches to dealing with humans. In this new effort, the researchers
have built a model to assess the danger level for different kinds of
animals encountering people in different kinds of scenarios.

The model was based on computer algorithms that assess risk factors
based on various scenarios—deer foraging in urban areas, for example,
are much less likely to be shot than deer foraging in rural areas. Bears,
on the other hand, are more likely to be shot in urban areas. The
researchers also factored in variables to rate the degree to which animals
can distinguish good or safe individual people from those that are likely
to harm them. Pigeons at a park in a city, for example, learn to identify
regular visitors who feed them, while avoiding those who do not. The
researchers also added the ability to rate direct learning by animals
versus social learning. Birds, for example, tend to grow up learning to
avoid domestic cats—they learn such skills from other birds, or even
other animals. They also learn directly, when searching for worms in a
yard where children might try to catch them, for example.

The model showed that animals that learn about human behavior quickly
tend to do best in places where humans tend to act the same, whether
friendly or with malice. And that can be helpful—deer moving into safe 
urban areas to escape hunting out in the country, for example. But it also
showed that fast learning can have its drawbacks—deer learning to trust
humans in general can lead them to be less than careful in hunting
scenarios. The model also showed mixed results when animals learned to
trust individual people. In some cases, it can be beneficial, such as when
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they get fed. But it can also lead to a lot of time spent learning about
human behavior that could be used to find food for themselves.

  More information: Madeleine Goumas et al, Predator or provider?
How wild animals respond to mixed messages from humans, Royal
Society Open Science (2022). DOI: 10.1098/rsos.211742

© 2022 Science X Network

Citation: Modeling human-animal interactions to show when animals should avoid humans
(2022, March 16) retrieved 27 April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2022-03-human-animal-
interactions-animals-humans.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rsos.211742
https://phys.org/news/2022-03-human-animal-interactions-animals-humans.html
https://phys.org/news/2022-03-human-animal-interactions-animals-humans.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

