Chimpanzees respond to android yawns, blurring lines between living and artificial social cues
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A recent study has brought to light a fascinating interaction between chimpanzees and technology, demonstrating that these primates can 'catch' yawns from an android robot designed to mimic human facial expressions. This research, published in Nature, adds a new dimension to our understanding of contagious yawning—an enigmatic behaviour that has long been associated with social bonding, empathy, and even the regulation of physical states.
Contagious yawning is a well-documented phenomenon where one individual yawns in response to another's yawn. Historically, this behaviour has been observed primarily in mammals and some fish, though its evolutionary origins remain a subject of debate. Typically, it is thought to stem from complex social interactions, with studies indicating that contagious yawning may emerge alongside the development of empathetic behaviours. In humans, the propensity for contagious yawning appears at around four years of age; chimpanzees show similar patterns, developing this response by the age of five, while dogs tend to catch yawns by about seven months.
The innovative aspect of the study lies in the use of an android head that simulated facial expressions, including yawning. Researchers tested 14 adult chimpanzees ranging from 10 to 33 years of age, exposing them to a series of yawns from the android alongside other neutral or non-yawning expressions. Through meticulous video analysis, they observed that eight of the chimpanzees yawned in response to the android’s yawning, with the strongest responses coming when the android's mouth was fully open. Additionally, some chimps engaged in behaviours associated with drowsiness, such as gathering nesting materials, hinting that they interpreted the android's yawning as a cue to rest.
The implications of these findings are significant, suggesting that the chimpanzees were not just mimicking another living being but could respond to a non-living model as well. This aspect could reflect an underexplored area of animal behaviour—one that involves the recognition and response to social cues from artificial entities. 
Additional research supports the notion that emotive connections play a crucial role in yawning contagion. A study published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences highlighted that gelada baboons yawn in response to close companions, reinforcing the idea that emotional proximity enhances the likelihood of contagion. Furthermore, prior investigations have shown that chimpanzees can respond to animated stimuli, indicating their capacity for empathy extends beyond living models. For instance, another study found that chimpanzees reacted more frequently to animated yawns compared to control images, demonstrating their ability to identify with non-human stimuli.
The phenomenon across various species—from humans to gelada baboons—highlights the intricate connections between social interactions and biological responses. Yet, as researchers delve deeper into these behaviours, many questions remain. What are the precise biological mechanisms underlying contagious yawning? Can future studies uncover whether other robot-generated actions elicit similar responses in animals? As this field matures, we stand on the brink of understanding more about the cognitive and emotional lives of non-human primates and their interactions with both natural and artificial environments.
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