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Bird brain fascination wins Prize for young researcher

Dr Alex Taylor’s fascination with the human mind and how intelligence evolves has won the 32-year-old the 2015 Prime Minister’s MacDiarmid Emerging Scientist Prize.

During his career, the University of Auckland senior lecturer has focused on trying to understand how humans think differently from the rest of the animal kingdom by studying the cognitive and problem solving ability of birds, particularly New Caledonian crows.

“The evolution of intelligence is one of the biggest mysteries in biology and psychology. It is an area we know little about and my research is helping to shed light on what separates human minds from those of other animals, why humans think the way they do,” says Alex.

His research is at the forefront of a shift in understanding animal intelligence and has fundamentally changed how intelligence across the animal kingdom is viewed. Laboratories at the universities of Oxford and Cambridge have adopted several of Alex’s techniques to make their own breakthroughs.

“By understanding how and why intelligence evolves, we can improve our understanding of how humans, particularly children, think. It will also allow greater insight for researchers working in artificial intelligence,” says Alex.

“I have found that some birds are smart enough to solve problems that chimpanzees and even some five year old children struggle to master.

“We used to think of birds as brainless but crows are really brainy. They have amazing, intriguing behaviour, including clever problem solving, expert tool making and ability to remember and recognise human faces,” he says. They are known to carve sophisticated hooks from wood to extract grubs from tree holes.

“This helps to understand the progression from our ancestors, from chimpanzee to modern human. We are beginning to realise that birds are feathered apes, rather than being bird-brains.”

But it is not only academics enthusing about Alex’s fresh insight into the nature of intelligent thinking. Videos of his experiments have clocked up more than 10 million views on YouTube, with 65,000 added each week.  

“My early motivation was watching English broadcaster and naturalist David Attenborough. I loved watching the behaviour of animals in documentaries but always had unanswered questions about what was going on in the minds of animals. I wanted to know how much they understood about the world and what it felt like to see the world through their eyes.”

The Prize is worth $200,000, with $150,000 to be used for further research. Alex intends to dedicate some of the funding to researching the intelligence of the New Zealand kea.

“Kea are really mischievous, particularly when it comes to cars parked at skifields, but they also have a reputation for being really smart. Understanding the minds of our native fauna is sure to lead to some interesting discoveries and deepen appreciation for the natural world in which we live.

“People respect and cherish intelligence, so finding that native species are really smart offers a whole new dimension to conservation efforts - the more we learn about animals and the impressive things they do, and the more we value the world around us.”

Alex is hopeful his research will also encourage students into science careers.

“Our research is engaging a lot of people globally and it creates curiosity. If you’re going to get young people to become scientists you need to get them curious and excited about science,” he says.

Alex has studied at Oxford and Cambridge universities and completed his doctorate at the University of Auckland. He has attracted more than $5 million in research grants, including substantial funding from the European Research Council.

The 2015 Prime Minister’s Science Prizes were presented to winners on Wednesday 11 November, at Te Papa Tongarewa, in Wellington.

To find out more about the Prime Minister’s Science Prizes visit:

www.pmscienceprizes.org.nz
For further information please contact:

Media Liaison, PM’s Science Prizes

Katherine Edmond




Kay Foley





027 274 0465





027 4442807

katherine.edmond@clear.net.nz


kfoley.okmedia@xtra.co.nz

