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Abstract

Many claim that social stimuli are rewarding to primates, but few, if any, studies have explic-

itly demonstrated their reward value. Here, we examined whether chimpanzees would pro-

duce overt responses for the opportunity to view conspecific social, compared to dynamic

(video: Experiment 1) and static (picture: Experiment 2) control content. We also explored

the relationships between variation in social reward and social behavior and cognition. We

provided captive chimpanzees with access to a touchscreen during four, one-hour sessions

(two ‘conspecific social’ and two ‘control’). The sessions consisted of ten, 15-second videos

(or pictures in Experiment 2) of either chimpanzees engaging in a variety of behaviors

(social condition) or vehicles, humans, or other animals engaged in some activity (control

condition). For each chimpanzee, we recorded the number of responses to the touchscreen

and the frequency of watching the stimuli. Independent t-tests revealed no sex or rearing dif-

ferences in touching and watching the social or control videos (p>0.05). Repeated measures

ANOVAs showed chimpanzees touched and watched the screen significantly more often

during the social compared to control video sessions. Furthermore, although chimpanzees

did not touch the screen more often during social than control picture sessions in Experi-

ment 2, they did watch the screen more often. Additionally, chimpanzees that previously

performed better on a task of social cognition and engaged in more affiliative behavior

watched a higher percentage of social videos during the touchscreen task. These results

are consistent with the social motivation theory, and indicate social stimuli are intrinsically

rewarding, as chimpanzees made more overt responses for the opportunity to view conspe-

cific social, compared to control, content.

Introduction

According to the social motivation theory, social species are predisposed to orient toward

social situations and circumstances, which ultimately increases individual fitness within social

PLOS ONE

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941 November 24, 2021 1 / 18

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

OPEN ACCESS

Citation: Mulholland MM, Neal Webb SJ, Mareno

MC, Schweller KG, Schapiro SJ, Hopkins WD

(2021) Are conspecific social videos rewarding to

chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes)? A test of the social

motivation theory. PLoS ONE 16(11): e0259941.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941

Editor: Nicolas Chaline, Universidade de São paulo,

BRAZIL

Received: June 16, 2020

Accepted: October 31, 2021

Published: November 24, 2021

Copyright:© 2021 Mulholland et al. This is an open

access article distributed under the terms of the

Creative Commons Attribution License, which

permits unrestricted use, distribution, and

reproduction in any medium, provided the original

author and source are credited.

Data Availability Statement: All relevant data are

within the manuscript and its Supporting

Information files.

Funding: This research was supported by the

National Institutes of Health (NIH) grants U42-OD-

011197 to the NCCC and NS-42867 and HD-

103490 to WDH, as well as National Science

Foundation grant EF-2021785 to WDH. The

funders had no role in study design, data

collection, and analysis, decision to publish, or

preparation of the manuscript.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1957-0436
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2690-1144
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0259941&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-11-24
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0259941&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-11-24
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0259941&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-11-24
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0259941&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-11-24
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0259941&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-11-24
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0259941&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-11-24
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


environments [see details in 1]. This social motivation is driven by proximate biological mech-

anisms that make social circumstances (e.g., social relationships, collaborative environments,

faces, eye contact) innately rewarding through neurobiological mechanisms in the brain [1, 2].

As such, many social species spend considerable amounts of energy seeking out and orienting

toward social stimuli, precisely because these stimuli are innately rewarding [1–3].

The social motivation theory is comprised of three components or processes: 1) social ori-

enting, or attention toward social stimuli; 2) social reward, or seeking out social stimuli due to

their innate reward value; and 3) social maintenance, whereby individuals expend energy to

engage with others in order to establish, maintain, and enhance relationships [1]. Like humans,

nonhuman primates are responsive to social stimuli. Nonhuman primates orient toward and

respond to social stimuli across a variety of formats, including static, moving, and live stimuli,

demonstrating that such stimuli are highly salient [4–6]. Chimpanzees are no exception, as

attention toward social stimuli begins in infancy. For example, chimpanzee neonatal orienta-

tion to social stimuli (species-typical sounds and faces) is indistinguishable from that of

human neonates [7]. Chimpanzees also extract social signals and information from conspecific

auditory cues (i.e., agonistic vocalizations of other chimpanzees). Human and nonhuman pri-

mates also engage in a variety of social interactions that are likely mediated by reward contin-

gencies that follow specific types of interactions. For example, mutual grooming may induce

positive hedonic responses for both initiator and receiver of the grooming event, which would

increase the probability of these individuals grooming again [8, 9]. In short, evidence exists

demonstrating that at least the social orientation and social maintenance tenets of the social

motivation hypothesis are supported across multiple modalities and species of nonhuman

primates.

Less clear from the existing literature in nonhuman primates is the salience and reward

value of social stimuli [4], specifically in the context of their use in more abstract two-dimen-

sional modalities of presentation, notably on computer monitors or televisions [10]. For exam-

ple, social stimuli, such as pictures of faces, have been used in a myriad of studies examining

the perceptual, cognitive, and neural systems underlying discrimination of individual and spe-

cies-specific face processing in nonhuman primates [e.g., 4, 5, 10–14]. Recently, Rossion and

Taubert [14] have suggested that, though it is clear that nonhuman primates discriminate

between face and non-face stimuli presented on a computer monitor, these findings, in and of

themselves, do not demonstrate that nonhuman primates see the images on the screen as social

stimuli per se. On the other hand, Putnam, Roman, Zimmerman, and Gothard [13] showed

that male rhesus monkeys attempt to interact with conspecifics in videos by gaze following,

and that intranasal oxytocin increases this behavior. Additionally, adult male rhesus macaques

showed increased visual attention and sympathetic arousal in response to videos with social

(conspecifics) compared to nonsocial (nature) content [15]. However, although the use of tele-

vision or related audio-visual stimulation is often used as a form of enrichment for nonhuman

primates (and even more recently for observational learning) [16–20], there is very limited evi-

dence that nonhuman primates would choose to play videos if given a choice [11, 12]. In addi-

tion, there is little evidence to suggest that watching television or videos, regardless of the

content, has any reward value to nonhuman primates (i.e., can be used as a positive reinforcer

to increase or strengthen a particular behavior). There have been several attempts to use access

to pictures or videos of social content as a reward in standard learning paradigms and these

have produced mixed results. For example, Andrews and Rosenblum [5] trained bonnet

macaques on a computerized psychomotor task using food pellets or a live video stream of

other monkeys as the reward, and found no significant difference in the number of trials per-

formed over a two-week test period (suggesting the live video stream was as rewarding as the

food). In a later study, however, bonnet macaques chose videos of conspecifics over food as a

PLOS ONE Are conspecific social videos rewarding to chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes)?

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941 November 24, 2021 2 / 18

Competing interests: The authors have declared

that no competing interests exist.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941


reward [21], indicating that social videos may have a higher reward value than food. In con-

trast, Washburn and Hopkins [22] found that macaque performance and the number of trials

on several computerized automated cognitive tasks were significantly lower when videos were

used as the reward compared to food pellets. Furthermore, in a study by Harris et al. [23], only

two macaques were able to learn to press a lever when the reward was videos of conspecifics.

More recently, Gray et al. [24] compared the reward value of juice and videos in macaques

when performing an automated cognitive testing task, and found little evidence that videos of

other monkeys were rewarding to their subjects.

A number of studies have demonstrated that chimpanzees will both initiate and respond to

joint attention cues, such as gaze direction and pointing [25–28]. Some have suggested that ini-

tiation of and response to joint attention cues can be divided into two domains: imperative

and declarative [29, 30]. Imperative joint attention is motivated by the subject wanting or

requesting something (i.e., food or some other type of object). In contrast, declarative joint

attention is motivated by the desire to share attention (without requesting/wanting), and some

have suggested that social reward governs the acquisition and use of declarative joint attention

in developing children [31, 32], and accounts for phylogenetic differences in joint attention

between humans and nonhuman primates [30, 33]. Declarative pointing has rarely been

reported in nonhuman primates (including chimpanzees); however, data show they respond

to declarative communication cues, including data previously published for a number of the

chimpanzees in this study [34]. According to the social motivation theory, differences in per-

formance on such socio-communicative tasks (e.g., joint attention) are likely related to varia-

tions in social behavior and cognition [1].

In the current study, we tested the reward value of conspecific social videos and pictures

presented during a simple computerized task in a sample of chimpanzees. We defined reward

in terms of operant conditioning [35]: the ability of a video/picture to reinforce or increase a

particular behavior (in this case, the frequency of touching the screen). We gave chimpanzees

access to a touchscreen with a neutral stimulus on the screen that they could touch to initiate

the presentation of 15-second video clips of either conspecific social or control content. Of

specific interest was the frequency of touching the neutral stimulus to view either the social or

control content. Given the basic premise of operant conditioning (that behaviors followed by

rewarding events will increase in their probability of occurrence [35]), evidence of increased

responding (i.e., the frequency of touching the screen) when rewarded with conspecific social,

compared to control, videos would suggest that the social videos are indeed more rewarding.

In other words, videos with conspecific social content are rewards that elicit increases in

touching behavior compared to videos without such conspecific social content. We tested the

chimpanzees twice on each type of video (social and control) to test for a decrease in response

due to repeated presentation (i.e., habituation). Responses to videos with greater reward value

should not diminish significantly with repeated presentation; therefore, we further hypothe-

sized that chimpanzees would show less habituation to social videos compared to control vid-

eos. In other words, there would be little to no decrease in responses over consecutive

presentations of social compared to control rewards. Additionally, rearing and sex can impact

social behavior and responses to social content. For example, nursery-reared primates may

show some deficits in social responsiveness [36], and female primates may have stronger affec-

tive responses to social stimuli [37]. Therefore, we examined the effects of rearing and sex on

responses in the social and control conditions.

In addition to testing for the reward value of conspecific social videos, we examined

whether chimpanzees that were higher or lower in social motivation (i.e., watched and exerted

more effort to play conspecific social videos) also differed in their social behavior and cogni-

tion. We took advantage of the existence of archival data to test for associations with the
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reward value of social videos assessed from the touchscreen video task. Based on the social

motivation theory, we predicted that variation in watching and initiating playback of the con-

specific social videos (i.e., social motivation) would be associated with previously collected

measures of social cognition and behavior. Specifically, chimpanzees with poorer performance

on a receptive joint attention task, and/or lower levels of overall affiliative social behavior,

would have lower social motivation as measured by the touchscreen task.

Experiment 1 methods

Subjects

Subjects included 85 chimpanzees from the National Center for Chimpanzee Care at The Uni-

versity of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center in Bastrop, Texas. All chimpanzees were housed

in indoor/outdoor corrals or PrimadomesTM, with 24-hour access to both areas, except during

cleaning. The enclosures contained climbing structures, bedding, and daily environmental

enrichment. Care staff fed the chimpanzees a diet of commercially produced primate chow,

fresh fruits, and vegetables. The chimpanzees also had multiple foraging opportunities every

day, and ad libitum access to water.

Subjects were tested in their social groups (18 groups, 2–9 individuals per group, M = 5.78,

SD = 2.27) and ranged in age from 16 to 44 years (M = 30.20, SD = 5.69). Of the 85 chimpan-

zees, there were 60 mother-reared and 25 nursery-reared individuals. Wild-born chimpanzees

or those with unknown rearing histories (an additional 16 individuals) did participate in the

task within their social group, but after examining the differences in the demographics across

these groups and considering their unknown early history, we made the decision to exclude

these 16 chimpanzees from our analyses. These 16 chimpanzees were mostly female (11

females, 5 males) and older (M = 47.56 years old, SD = 4.16) than the captive-born population.

Wild-born chimpanzees were imported from Africa by other institutions prior to the 1974

CITES importation ban, and those with unknown rearing histories were transferred from

other facilities in the 1970s and early 1980s. All work was carried out in accordance with the

care and use of animal guidelines as laid out by the National Institutes of Health in the USA

and were approved by the Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee at The University of

Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center.

All chimpanzees included in the current study had experience with video and picture sti-

muli through movies and television as part of the enrichment program on site. In addition,

they had extensive behavioral testing experience, including participation in cognitive, social

learning, training, inequity, and behavioral laterality studies [see citations in 38]. Further,

approximately 24% of subjects (n = 19) included in Experiment 1 had been exposed to the

touchscreen apparatus used in the current study, having completed training sessions (touching

shapes to receive a food reward) for an unrelated study approximately six months prior to the

start of this experiment.

Procedures

Between December 2018 and February 2019, each group of chimpanzees was given access to

four, 60-minute test sessions. Each session was separated by at least one day, but no more than

three days. During testing, all chimpanzees remained in their social group, had inside/outside

access, and free access to food and water. For all sessions, a 19-inch touchscreen (Elo 1991L

Open Frame Touchscreen with Accutouch) enclosed in a chimpanzee-proof mesh mount was

attached to the enclosure mesh of the inside den (see Fig 1). A researcher controlled the pro-

gram (run in Java) from a laptop computer connected to the touchscreen.
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Each session consisted of ten unique 15-second videos, either social or control, with accom-

panying audio. Conspecific social videos consisted of familiar (living at the same facility) or

unfamiliar (from the wild) chimpanzees (1–8 individuals) engaging in a variety of behaviors,

while control videos consisted of moving scenery, vehicles, humans, or other animals engaged

in some activity (see S1 Table). Videos in both conditions included audio: although we did not

explicitly control for differences in audio between the two conditions, volume was played at

the same level across all sessions, and both conditions included a mixture of quiet and loud

videos (e.g., chimpanzee screaming in the conspecific social condition and a concert with

humans cheering in the control condition).

Each chimpanzee social group was randomly assigned to either the social or control condi-

tion first in an ABBA/BAAB design (Fig 1). The subjects initiated a session by touching a neu-

tral start stimulus (a green circle with a 10-inch diameter) in the center of the screen. Once

initiated, the chimpanzee was rewarded with a 15-second video clip. This was followed by a

3-second delay in which the screen appeared black, followed by the reappearance of the start

stimulus. Chimpanzees could touch the start stimulus to play videos as often as they preferred.

After each touch, the program would play one of the 10 videos in random order. Once all 10

videos played, the program would loop and play the videos in random order again (up to 20

times in the 1-hr session). If the subjects did not touch the start stimulus for 2 minutes, the

next video would play automatically as a reminder that the task was still available. The two-

minute autoplay delay was chosen so that it was short enough to keep their attention on the

task (as a reminder that the task was still available), but long enough to allow them ample time

to touch the screen if they chose. An experimenter observed each session live and recorded the

number of times each chimpanzee in the group initiated video playback by touching the start

stimulus. Observers also recorded the number of videos each chimpanzee in the group actively

watched as it played (regardless of whether they were the one initiating playback). This was

Fig 1. Touchscreen task set-up. a) The apparatus hanging on the wire mesh with the neutral start symbol on the

touchscreen. b) A chimpanzee touching the neutral start stimulus to initiate video playback during a trial. c) Examples

of how the touch screen program displays social (top) and control (bottom) videos. Note: All testing was done in the

indoor dens; however, pictures A and B were taken outdoors in order to get a clear view of the screen in use.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941.g001
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operationally defined as the chimpanzee’s gaze directed toward the screen for a minimum of

three consecutive seconds during the video playback, while the chimpanzee was positioned

within two meters of the touchscreen. Therefore, a minimum of three seconds of looking at any

point during the 15-second trial was needed in order to record the subject as having “looked” at

the stimulus, and multiple “looks” were not recorded. The program recorded the timestamp of

each touch, the order that the videos played, and noted any videos that played automatically.

As mentioned above, all testing was done within the chimpanzees’ social groups with a sin-

gle touchscreen apparatus. At the beginning of each session, the apparatus was generally domi-

nated by one or two higher-ranking individuals. However, these individuals did not use the

apparatus for the full 60 minutes and tended to leave the testing area once they were done,

thus giving lower-ranking individuals a chance to participate. Using multiple touchscreens per

session, which would increase access for each group member, was not feasible in the current

study [39].

It is also important to note that the three raters in the current experiments were not blind

to condition. However, per protocol, raters sat unobtrusively in the testing area and made no

attempts to engage with the chimpanzees during the sessions. As such, the touching measure

(recorded directly by the touchscreen apparatus) was likely unaffected by potential experi-

menter bias. Furthermore, we did not explicitly calculate inter-observer reliability when

recording which chimpanzees watched or looked at the stimuli during the data collection

period. However, the three raters developed and agreed upon operational definitions for

dependent variables prior to the study and practiced scoring over two sessions until 100% ver-

bal agreement was achieved.

Social cognition and behavior. We also examined archival cognitive and behavioral data

from a subset of chimpanzees that participated in Experiment 1. Receptive joint attention was

collected in 2011, using procedures originally developed by Dawson et al. [40] and previously

utilized with chimpanzees in Hopkins et al. [41]. Briefly, the chimpanzees progressed through

two test trials designed to assess the number of social cues needed to elicit an orienting

response. To begin, the experimenter would sit in front of the focal chimpanzee and engage

them in some type of husbandry behavior. Once the chimpanzee was focused on the experi-

menter, s/he would end the interaction and look over the subject’s head for 5 seconds before

returning to a neutral position. Each trial consisted of three steps with increasing social cues

(gaze only, gaze and gesture, and gaze, gesture, and name combined) with associated point val-

ues (1, 2, and 3, respectively, and a score of 4 if the chimpanzee never responded). Each trial

ended as soon as the chimpanzee oriented in the direction the researcher was looking, and the

experimenter recorded the point value [41].

Behavioral observations consisted of 15-minute continuous focal-animal samples collected

between July 2016 and May 2018 [42, 43]. Each chimpanzee served as a focal subject in a mini-

mum of 22 observations, although some chimpanzees were observed up to 31 times. We simul-

taneously recorded proximity to social partners (touching, near, or distant) as well as both

social and non-social behaviors [see Neal Webb, Hau [42] for the 51-behavior ethogram used].

For the current study, we examined only proximity, affiliative, submissive, grooming, and anx-

iety-related behaviors. The composition of the chimpanzee social groups remained stable

between the times of behavioral observations (2016–2018) and testing for the current experi-

ments (2019).

Data analysis

All analyses were conducted in SPSS 24 (IBM, 2018) and significance levels were set at

p < 0.05 [44]. We calculated the number of videos the chimpanzees initiated and watched in
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each condition (social and control) and session (1–4). The number of touches and watches in

the social and control conditions were positively skewed. However, our within-subjects design

and relatively large sample size make these data robust against violations of normality. To

examine the relationship between sex and rearing, and the total number of videos the chim-

panzees initiated or watched in the social or control condition (that is, one measure represent-

ing the sum of all initiated/touched and watched videos across the social and control

conditions), we ran independent samples t-tests (one with sex as the independent variable and

one with rearing as the independent variable). We then ran repeated measures analyses of vari-

ance (ANOVAs) with condition (social or control) and session number (1–4) as the repeated

independent variables, previous exposure to the touchscreen apparatus (touching a shape to

receive a food reward) as the between-subjects factor, and the number of touches to initiate

playback or number of videos watched as the dependent variables.

We also examined the relationships between initiating and watching videos on the touchsc-

reen, receptive joint attention (N = 76), and behavior (N = 77). First, we calculated the percent-

age of trials in which each individual subject initiated playback of social videos [(total number

of times chimpanzees touched to play social videos/total number of times they touched to play

any videos)�100] and watched social videos [(total number of social videos watched/total num-

ber of any videos watched)�100]. For receptive joint attention, we created a composite score

that reflected the total number of cues they needed in order to respond (the score of each trial

was summed across the two trials). Higher receptive joint attention scores indicated that sub-

jects needed more social cues to elicit a correct orienting response across all trials, and there-

fore, exhibited poor receptive joint attention skill. Because the data were collected nine years

prior to the current experimental data, we were interested in determining if previous perfor-

mance on the receptive joint attention task was related to future performance (touching and

watching videos) on the touchscreen task. For the observational behavioral data, total dura-

tions of each behavior (affiliative, submissive, grooming, and anxiety-related behaviors) for

each chimpanzee were summed across all observations for that chimpanzee and divided by the

total in-view duration to create average durations of behavior. These averages were then con-

verted into percentages [(average behavior duration in seconds/in-view duration in seconds)�

100], representing the average percentage of time spent engaged in that behavior. Finally, we

used Pearson’s product-moment correlations to examine relationships between scores on the

receptive joint attention task and average percentage of time spent engaged in social behaviors

(i.e., grooming, affiliative contact, social play, and embrace behaviors, as well as social proxim-

ity) and the percentage of videos watched and initiated that had social content.

Experiment 1 results

General touchscreen use. First, across the social and control videos, a total of 95% of sub-

jects (81 of 85) were observed to respond to the start stimulus at least one time, and 100% of

subjects were observed to view the videos on at least one occasion. Using independent samples

t-tests, there was no significant difference between the use of the touchscreen system and either

sex or rearing history of the apes (S2 Table). Recall that each test session was 60 minutes in

duration, the videos or pictures were displayed for 15 seconds, and there was a 3-second inter-

trial interval. Thus, the maximum number of responses to the touchscreen system for each

given group of chimpanzees within a test session was 200. Additionally, recall that if the start

stimulus was not touched for 120 seconds, the computer would automatically display a video.

Thus, the maximum number of times that video clips could autoplay was 30. The mean num-

bers of times that the autoplay was activated for social and control video sessions were 12.20

(SD = 8.51) and 14.97 (SD = 7.20), respectively.
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Sex and rearing. In the next set of analyses, we tested for the effect of sex and rearing on

the number of touches and watching responses across social and control videos. For these

analyses, to ensure that we included the chimpanzees that reliably engaged in the touchscreen

task, we included only subjects that touched the start stimulus to initiate playback OR watched

the videos in a minimum of 10 trials across any condition in the study. After applying these

exclusion criteria, the chimpanzee sample consisted of 79 individuals (6 chimpanzees were

excluded; 4 mother-reared, 2 nursery-reared; 4 females, 2 males; age M = 32.83, SD = 3.19).

We collapsed across touching and watching measures (by summing the number of touches

and watches) and ran separate t-tests for social and control conditions. These independent

samples t-tests revealed no sex or rearing differences in the total number of times that chim-

panzees interacted with the social or control videos (S2 Table, p>0.05); therefore, we collapsed

across sex and rearing for all subsequent analyses.

Session and order effects. As mentioned above, 19 subjects had previous exposure to the

touchscreen apparatus (touching shapes to receive a food reward). These chimpanzees touched

the screen to initiate playback significantly more often than chimpanzees without previous

experience in both the social (M touch with experience = 20.40, SE = 4.67, M touch without expe-
rience = 10.50, SE = 2.63) and control conditions (M touch with experience = 13.66, SE = 3.00, M
touch without experience = 7.22, SE = 1.69) [F (1,77) = 4.07, p = 0.047]. However, there was no

significant interaction with condition or session [F (1,77) = 0.009, p = 0.923; F (1,77) = 0.78,

p = 0.381, respectively]. Given that this increased touching for experienced chimpanzees was

consistent across conditions and sessions, we continued with the analysis and did not run sepa-

rate analyses for chimpanzees with and without previous touchscreen experience. The repeated

measures analyses of variance (ANOVAs) examining the number of touches to initiate video

playback further revealed significant effects of both condition [F (1,77) = 6.73, p = 0.013] and

session [F (1,77) = 6.50, p = 0.011]. Chimpanzees touched the screen to initiate playback more

often during the conspecific social video condition, and the number of touches to initiate play-

back decreased from session one to session two (within both the social and control conditions;

Fig 2). The same was found for watching videos: there was a significant effect of both condition

[F (1,68) = 14.56, p < 0.001], and session [F (1,68) = 16.38, p < 0.001; Fig 2]. Previous experi-

ence with the touchscreen apparatus did not affect the number of videos watched [F (1,68) =

0.09, p = 0.77], nor did previous experience interact with condition or session [F (1,68) = 1.124,

p = 0.293 and F (1,68) = 2.332, p = 0.131, respectively]. [Please note that the degrees of freedom

for the watching measures is lower than that for the touching measure because we did not have

individual data on watching for one group of nine animals during social session 1.] It is worth

noting that we found an interesting pattern of response due to session order (see Fig 3). Specifi-

cally, when social videos are presented in the first session (i.e., Social 1 within the ABBA order),

chimpanzees show a subsequent decrease in responses during the control sessions (Control 1

and Control 2), then increased responding in the final social session (Social 2). When control

videos are presented first (Control 1 within the BAAB order), chimpanzees show an increase in

responding during the subsequent social session (Social 1), followed by responding behavior

decreasing during the remaining sessions (Social 2 and Control 2).

Not all 79 chimpanzees that participated in the touchscreen video task were included in the

previous cognitive and behavioral studies, thus reducing the sample size in subsequent analyses

(see Table 1). Pearson’s bivariate correlations showed that the percentage of videos watched that

had conspecific social content was negatively correlated with receptive joint attention scores

(p<0.05; Table 1). As higher receptive joint attention scores indicate the chimpanzee required

more cues in order to respond, this means that poor receptive joint attention skill was associated

with a lower percentage of social videos watched. Receptive joint attention was not correlated

with the percentage of videos initiated by touch that had social content (see Table 1).
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Fig 2. The cumulative number of times the chimpanzees (a) touched to initiate playback of social and control videos and (b) the number of times

they watched social and control videos. Bars represent the average across subjects, error bars indicate std. error. ��� p < 0.001; �� p < 0.01; � p < 0.05.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941.g002
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Regarding social behavior, the percentage of videos initiated by touch that had social con-

tent was positively correlated with average percentage of time spent grooming groupmates

(p = 0.05; Table 1). Additionally, we found a positive correlation between the percentage of

videos watched that had social content and time spent engaging in contact affiliative behavior

(e.g., hand- and mouth-to-body contact) (p = 0.02; Table 1). We found no other significant

relationships between initiating or watching the social videos and behavior.

Experiment 2 methods

Subjects

In order to determine if the results from Experiment 1 would be consistent when using static

images, we later (June 2019 –August 2019) used the same paradigm to give the chimpanzees

Fig 3. The number of touches (mean ± std. error) during video (a & b) and picture (c & d) experiments as a function of session order (ABBA / BAAB) and

condition (social or control). Gray bars represent average number of touches across sessions within each condition.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941.g003
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the opportunity to view social or control pictures. Using the same methodology described

above, we provided 13 chimpanzee social groups (N = 41, 17 males, 24 females, a subset of the

chimpanzees from Experiment 1) with access to social and control pictures. All of these chim-

panzees were previously tested using the videos described above. There were 2–8 individuals

per group (M = 5.15, SD = 2.15) and chimpanzees ranged in age from 16 to 39 years

(M = 30.85, SD = 5.63). Of the 41 chimpanzees, there were 29 mother-reared and 12 nursery-

reared individuals.

Procedures

As mentioned above, the chimpanzees were given access to a touchscreen during four, one-

hour sessions, each consisting of 10 unique photos displayed for 15 seconds using the same

procedures as in Experiment 1. Social pictures consisted of familiar or unfamiliar chimpanzees

(1–4 individuals) engaging in a variety of behaviors, while control pictures consisted of scen-

ery, vehicles, or other animals engaged in some activity (S1 Table). Testing using the static

images followed all testing with the videos; thus, we did not statistically compare responding

between the videos versus static pictures because we did not counterbalance these nor was this

a specific hypothesis of interest.

Data analysis

As was done in Experiment 1, we calculated the number of times the chimpanzees initiated

and looked at the pictures in each condition (social and control) and session (1–4). The num-

ber of touches and looks in the social and control conditions were positively skewed. However,

our within-subjects design and sample size made these data robust against violations of nor-

mality. We used the same statistical approach as in Experiment 1. We ran repeated measures

analyses of variance (ANOVAs) with condition (social or control) and session number (1–4)

as the repeated independent variables, previous exposure to the touchscreen apparatus (touch-

ing shapes to receive a food reward) as the between-subjects factor, and the number of touches

to initiate picture presentation or number of pictures looked at as the dependent variables.

Experiment 2 results

General touchscreen use. First, across the social and control pictures, 97.5% (40 of 41)

and 100% of the subjects were observed to respond to the start stimulus or look at the pictures,

respectively. Thus, a very high percentage of the chimpanzees used the touchscreen systems at

Table 1.

Percentage of social videos

watched initiated

Descriptive Statistics M = 58.69%, SE = 0.03% M = 55.52%, SE = 0.03%

Receptive joint attention r(74) = -0.26, p = 0.024,

N = 76

r(72) = .16, p = 0.17,

N = 74

Percentage of time spent grooming groupmates r(75) = .10, p = 0.37, N = 77 r(73) = .23, p = 0.05,

N = 75

Percentage of time spent engaging in contact affiliative

behavior

r(75) = .27, p = 0.02, N = 77 r(73) = -.06, p = 0.57,

N = 75

Descriptive statistics for percentage of social videos watched and initiated, and correlations between these measures

and both social cognition and behavior.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941.t001
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least once and also looked at the pictures that were presented on the screen. The mean number

of times that the autoplay was activated for social and control picture sessions were 17.21

(SD = 8.13) and 19.75 (SD = 4.47), respectively.

Session and order effects. Previous experience with the touchscreen apparatus did not

affect touching or looking at the pictures in either the social or control condition [F (1,39) =

0.00, p = 0.997]. Repeated measures analyses of variance (ANOVAs) examining the number of

touches to initiate picture playback revealed no significant effects of condition [F (1,39) = 1.82,

p = 0.19] or session regarding touching to initiate playback [F(1,39) = 2.37, p = 0.13], but did

show significant effects of condition [F(1,39) = 7.42, p = 0.010] and session [F (1,39) = 5.83,

p = 0.021] regarding the number of times the chimpanzees looked at the pictures (Fig 3). Spe-

cifically, chimpanzees looked at more social pictures compared to control pictures, and the

number of pictures they looked at decreased from session one to two within both the social

and control conditions. Consistent with Experiment 1 using videos, when social pictures were

presented in the first session, chimpanzees showed a subsequent decrease in responses during

the control sessions, then increased responding in the final social session (see Fig 3). However,

when control pictures were presented in the first session (BAAB), overall responding across all

subsequent sessions was low (an average of 1–3 touches to initiate display per session).

Discussion

In Experiment 1, chimpanzees initiated the playback of more conspecific social videos than

control videos and watched the conspecific videos more than control videos. Furthermore,

receptive joint attention performance (i.e., social cognition) was correlated with the percentage

of videos watched that had conspecific social content. Lastly, chimpanzees that engaged in

more contact affiliative behavior (i.e., social behavior) watched a higher number of social vid-

eos. However, the percentage of videos initiated with social content was not associated with

receptive joint attention but was associated with the amount of grooming given to social part-

ners. Overall, our results indicate that chimpanzees are socially motivated, with conspecific

social content being more rewarding and garnering more attention than control content.

Unlike previous research with rhesus macaques which showed that only two monkeys ever

learned to press a lever to play conspecific videos [23], chimpanzees increased touchscreen

presses when rewarded with conspecific videos (without any explicit training on this task).

Furthermore, this social motivation is positively associated with both social behavior and social

cognition. Finally, when testing with static images in Experiment 2, we found that chimpan-

zees looked at the social pictures of other chimpanzees more than control pictures, but they

did not touch the screen to initiate presentation of social pictures significantly more often than

control pictures. It is worth noting that chimpanzees’ responses to the static stimuli in Experi-

ment 2 were overall lower than responses in Experiment 1, likely suggesting that picture sti-

muli were less rewarding than the video stimuli.

The social motivation theory posits that there are three components of social motivation: 1)

social orienting, or attention toward social stimuli; 2) social reward, or seeking out social sti-

muli due to their inherently rewarding nature; and 3) social maintaining, whereby individuals

expend energy to engage with others in order to establish, maintain, and enhance relationships

[1]. In the current study, the attentional bias toward conspecific social content (watching) was

associated with social behavior and social cognition, as predicted by the social motivation the-

ory [1]. Those with higher attention toward social videos also had higher levels of contact

affiliative behavior, behaviors that serve as a mechanism by which chimpanzees establish,

maintain, and enhance relationships with their groupmates. Additionally, chimpanzees that

were better at receiving and responding to joint attention cues years earlier showed a higher
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level of social attention (higher percentage of social videos watched), thus demonstrating that

the ability to receive and respond to social cues was related to social attention almost a decade

later. This is consistent with findings in human clinical populations. Children with Autism

Spectrum Disorder (ASD), who exhibit lower social motivation, show deficits in receptive

joint attention, likely due to reductions in social attention: a child must attend to social stimuli

in order to interpret those cues [1, 45]. Lastly, we believe touching the screen to initiate a video

with conspecific social content may correspond to the social reward component of social moti-

vation; that is, the chimpanzees exerted more effort (touched the screen) in order to obtain the

conspecific social reward (i.e. videos of conspecifics) than controls. This social reward was cor-

related with time spent grooming groupmates, which, similar to contact affiliative behavior, is

an important social maintenance behavior for chimpanzees. Therefore, the relationships

found in the current study, among social attention, cognition, and behavior are, overall, quite

consistent with the social motivation theory.

Previous research suggests that even static images may be intrinsically rewarding [4]; how-

ever the current study showed that although the chimpanzees looked at the screen more when

social pictures were displayed, they did not touch the screen to initiate the display of social pic-

tures any more than control pictures. Studies of human populations suggest that static images

are less salient than dynamic video stimuli [1, 46, 47]. The increased initiation of conspecific

social videos in our first study was not replicated in the second study with the social pictures.

This may indicate that the static social images were less rewarding than the dynamic videos.

Alternatively, it is possible that the lower rate of responding to the pictures was a result of the

decreased novelty of the touchscreen apparatus itself. We did not counterbalance the picture

and video experiments, and as such, all subjects were exposed to the pictures at least six

months after the conclusion of the video experiment. Therefore, given that subjects had been

previously exposed to these procedures, it is possible that they were less interested in the task

as a whole. However, this seems unlikely, as our data show that those who had previous experi-

ence with the touchscreen actually touched the screen more in Experiment 1. Additionally,

given that six months elapsed between the two experiments, we believe that habituation to the

task was unlikely to have occurred. As such, we believe that the most parsimonious explana-

tion is that the static images themselves were simply less rewarding. Because there was no

direct comparison between responses to picture and video rewards, future research should

modify the current touchscreen task to directly compare the differences in chimpanzee atten-

tion and the strength of dynamic and static social rewards.

In addition, we did not assess possible relationships between chimpanzees’ orientation

toward humans and the measures used in the current study. The joint attention task involved

a human experimenter giving cues to the chimpanzees. It is possible that some chimpanzees

perform better on these tasks than others because they are more human-oriented in general.

Additionally, some of the videos in the control category included humans (e.g., a child danc-

ing). This represents a confound in the current study; however, our results showed that chim-

panzees expended more effort to play conspecific social videos (and thus, these videos were

likely better reinforcers/rewards) than the control videos, even with the inclusion of humans.

Because some chimpanzees have human-oriented biases (regardless of rearing status), it is pos-

sible that the difference between the number of watches and touches during the social and con-

trol video conditions would have been even more pronounced if the control videos had

included only inanimate objects or non-human animals. Future research should examine the

ways that human orientation impacts performance on social communication measures, social

reward value, and social behavior of captive chimpanzees.

We found in Experiment 1 that chimpanzees that had previous experience with the

touchscreen apparatus (through training sessions to touch shapes on the screen) touched the
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screen to play social and control videos more than those without previous experience. This is

likely due to familiarity with how the apparatus functioned; that is, the chimpanzees under-

stood that touching the screen elicits a response from the apparatus. This is supported by the

finding that the frequency of watching videos in Experiment 1, as well as initiating and looking

at pictures in Experiment 2, did not differ with previous touchscreen experience. At the start

of Experiment 2, all chimpanzees technically had previous touchscreen experience due to their

participation in Experiment 1, and indeed we found no difference in frequency of responding

in Experiment 2. In fact, the same pattern of increased touching to initiate playback of social

rewards emerged in both experienced and non-experienced subjects, further supporting the

idea that social content is innately rewarding (although, again, it is noteworthy that touching

was still very low overall in Experiment 2).

Providing visual stimulation via television is a common form of enrichment for captive

nonhuman primates, including macaques, baboons, and apes [11, 48, 49]. To our knowledge,

just one study has examined the behavioral effects of different types of video enrichment in

chimpanzees (but see [50] for video enrichment in four gorillas). Bloomsmith & Lambeth [19]

presented chimpanzees with videos of conspecifics, animals and humans, and television pro-

grams, and found sustained attention to the monitor during playback of a video of humans

and chimpanzees interacting compared to a blank screen [19]. Additionally, as mentioned

above, there is very limited evidence that nonhuman primates would choose to play videos to

watch if given a choice [11, 12]. The results from the current study explicitly demonstrate the

difference in reward value between social and control video and picture stimuli. Our results

suggest that videos of known and unknown conspecifics are inherently rewarding. Addition-

ally, videos of humans, non-primate animals, and inanimate objects are somewhat rewarding,

but are certainly less rewarding than those that include conspecifics. Overall, we suggest that

chimpanzees will choose to interact with a touchscreen that presents video stimuli, and that

they find conspecific social content more rewarding than other content, thus confirming the

enrichment value of social video stimulation.

In addition, we found an interesting pattern of responding as a function of session order

(Fig 3). Chimpanzees in the ABBA order (i.e., those that started the experiment with social vid-

eos) showed a high rate of touches and watches in their first session, a social session. Their

responses decreased during their second and third sessions (control sessions), and then

showed a slight increase when social rewards were presented again in the fourth session. This

was true for both the video and picture presentations. This decreased responding to obtain

control content and increased responding at the return of social content adds to the argument

that social content is rewarding—chimpanzees increased touchscreen responses when

rewarded with conspecific social content following lower rates of responding when rewarded

with control content. Similarly, chimpanzees in the BAAB order showed increased touching

responses in session 2, when social rewards were presented after the first control session

(although this was not the case with the watching measure). Again, this seems to add to the

argument that social videos are rewarding. However, it should also be noted that both touching

and watching responses decreased from the first to the second social reward session, perhaps

suggesting some habituation after the first one-hour session. Regarding picture rewards, in

order BAAB chimpanzees showed a higher number of responses in the first session (a control

reward session), followed by an extremely low rate of responding in all remaining sessions

(less than one touch per session). The novelty of the control stimuli upon first presentation in

the picture stimuli resulted in higher responding than subsequent sessions. However, the over-

all low rate of responding across the entire BAAB order (only 1–3 touches per session) may

suggest that static images are likely not reinforcing at all compared to dynamic, video rewards.

PLOS ONE Are conspecific social videos rewarding to chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes)?

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941 November 24, 2021 14 / 18

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259941


Several additional lines of research are possible to further examine the relationships among

social motivation, cognition, and behavior. For example, it is unknown whether social atten-

tion can be increased through training. This would have implications for ASD interventions

with children, perhaps increasing social attention at an early age, thereby increasing opportu-

nities for social interactions and learning. Additionally, future research should examine the

underlying neurological mechanisms related to the variation in social motivation reported

herein. Several brain regions, such as the orbitofrontal-striatum-amygdala network, nucleus

accumbens, ventral striatum, and the ventral tegmental area, have been associated with

increased social orientation, as well as pursuing and processing social reward in humans [51–

54]. In addition, the posterior superior temporal gyrus has been linked to poor socio-commu-

nicative abilities in human clinical populations [e.g. those diagnosed with schizophrenia or

autism spectrum disorders; 55–57], which has also been demonstrated in chimpanzees. Chim-

panzees with poor receptive joint attention abilities had less gray matter in the right posterior

superior temporal gyrus compared to those who performed well [41]. Additional research is

needed to determine if similar brain regions are associated with performance on the touchsc-

reen task used in the current study (using archival brain imaging data from chimpanzees; or

collecting new data, both touchscreen and brain imaging with other nonhuman primate spe-

cies). Finally, monkeys that received intranasal oxytocin showed an increase in both time

spent viewing and gaze following saccades when presented with conspecific social videos, pro-

viding evidence that oxytocin increases social motivation in primates [13]. Additional research

is needed to determine if chimpanzees with higher social motivation have either increased oxy-

tocin levels, or different oxytocin receptor genotypes or gene expression.

In summary, we show that chimpanzees find social stimuli inherently rewarding and seek

out opportunities to engage with such stimuli. Furthermore, this inherent social motivation is

associated with both social cognition and behavior, consistent with the social motivation the-

ory. Future research regarding the individual variability in these relationships, as well as

underlying mechanisms, may prove useful in understanding typical variation in both human

and nonhuman primate social behavior.
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