
 

Experiments show bottle-nosed dolphins
likely have episodic memory recall
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A team of researchers at the University of Cambridge, working with
colleagues from the University of Turin and Zoomarine Italia, has found
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evidence of bottle-nosed dolphins having episodic memory recall. In
their paper published in the journal Current Biology, the group outlines
the experiments they conducted with the dolphins and what they learned
from them.

Humans have what is known as episodic memory recall—we can
remember not just data, or an image of something, but much of the
things involved in an event. We can, for example, remember how a
friend looked and what they said during a prior conversation. For many
years, it was thought only humans had this capability but experiments
with other creatures have shown otherwise. Some birds, fish, dogs and
rats, have all been found to have some degree of episodic memory recall.
In this new effort, the researchers noticed that bottle-nosed dolphins had
not been tested to see if they too had the ability and because of that set
themselves the task of doing so.

The experiments consisted of training eight dolphins to retrieve a ball
held by a person at different spots around the edge of a pool and to
ignore people in similar positions who were not holding a ball. As part of
the training, the people were changed out to prevent the dolphins from
associating the ball with a place or a given person. Next, the dolphins
were asked to repeat the exercise, only this time the people held the ball
behind their backs—the dolphins had to figure out who was holding the
ball by searching their memory. All eight of the dolphins were trained
and tested over two days and all of the dolphins were able to choose the
correct spot or person with the ball, showing they could use the "where"
part of their memory. And seven of eight got the second part right,
which showed they could use the "who" part of their memory too.
Together, the two types of memory access showed that the dolphins were
able to demonstrate episodic memory recall—because it showed an
instance of remembering information from a prior event that was trivial
(but which was encoded anyway) at the time of the event, but was
needed to perform a secondary act.
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https://phys.org/tags/birds/
https://phys.org/tags/dolphins/
https://phys.org/tags/training/
https://phys.org/tags/ball/


 

  More information: James R. Davies et al, Episodic-like memory in
common bottlenose dolphins, Current Biology (2022). DOI:
10.1016/j.cub.2022.06.032

© 2022 Science X Network

Citation: Experiments show bottle-nosed dolphins likely have episodic memory recall (2022,
August 2) retrieved 24 May 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2022-08-bottle-nosed-dolphins-
episodic-memory-recall.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

https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2022.06.032
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2022.06.032
https://phys.org/news/2022-08-bottle-nosed-dolphins-episodic-memory-recall.html
https://phys.org/news/2022-08-bottle-nosed-dolphins-episodic-memory-recall.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

