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EAST LANSING, Mich. — Innovative problem solving requires trying many different solutions.
That’s true for humans, and now Michigan State University researchers show that it’s true for
hyenas, too.
The study, published in the current issue of the Proceedings of the Royal Society B, presented
steel puzzle boxes with raw meat inside to wild spotted hyenas in Kenya. To get the meat, the
hyenas had to slide open a bolt latch. Even though most of the animals had many opportunities
to open the box, only nine out of 62 hyenas succeeded. The successful hyenas tried more
solutions, including biting, flipping or pushing the box, than the ones that failed, said MSU
zoology graduate student Sarah BensonAmram.
Another requirement for success was not being afraid to approach new things. The wild hyenas
had never seen a steel puzzle box before. And those hyenas that quickly contacted the box
when they first saw it were more successful solving the problem than those hyenas that were
slower to approach it. Although contacting unknown objects can be quite dangerous for wild
animals, this research shows that risktaking also has some benefits.
Surprisingly, one trait that did not necessarily lead to victory was persistence, said Benson
Amram.
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“While those who gave up quickly were more likely to fail, some hyenas that spent more time
with the puzzle box appeared to get stuck in a rut and would often try the same solutions over
and over again,” she said.
Like humans and other primates, hyenas have relatively large brains, said Kay Holekamp, MSU
zoologist and coauthor of the paper.
“A likely benefit of large brains is the ability to think flexibly about new situations and come up
with solutions to novel problems,” said Holekamp, coprincipal investigator at the BEACON
Center for the Study of Evolution in Action.
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The research was funded in part by the National Science Foundation.
###
Michigan State University has been working to advance the common good in uncommon ways for more than 150 years. One of the
top research universities in the world, MSU focuses its vast resources on creating solutions to some of the world’s most pressing
challenges, while providing lifechanging opportunities to a diverse and inclusive academic community through more than 200
programs of study in 17 degreegranting colleges.
For MSU news on the Web, go to news.msu.edu. Follow MSU News on Twitter at twitter.com/MSUnews.

*Adobe Acrobat Reader is required to read PDF documents.

© 2012 Michigan State University Board of Trustees. East Lansing, MI 48824
MSU is an affirmativeaction, equalopportunity employer.
Site Map | Accessibility | Contact Us | MSU Home

news.msu.edu/story/hyenas-that-think-outside-the-box-solve-problems-faster/

1/1

