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Chimpanzees can sniff out strangers  
 
Chimpanzees’ sense of smell is more sophisticated than we thought with a new study showing 
that our closest relatives use their noses to smell danger. 
 
The study shows that chimpanzees can smell who is a stranger and who is part of their family. 
 
It was previously thought that they relied more heavily on their eyes than on their noses. 
 
Knowing who is in their inner circle helps the chimps to not only spot a suitable ally but also avoid 
mating with close relatives or attacking their own offspring. 
 
Smelling danger 
 
In the study, the researchers placed three plexiglass boxes with air holes in the chimpanzees’ 
enclosure in Leipzig Zoo in Germany. Two boxes contained urine, either from strangers or from 
family members, and a third box was unscented. 
 
The researchers filmed the chimpanzees and found that they spent longer sniffing the urine 
from animals they didn’t know compared with the boxes from chimpanzees in their group. 
However, within their group, the chimpanzees spent longer sniffing at urine from relatives in 
their group than from non-relatives.  
 
The results suggest that chimpanzees can use their sense of smell to identify strangers, who 
represent potential danger, and kin, who might be useful allies, but should be avoided as mates. 
 
Making the right choices 
 
Co-author Professor Jo Setchell from Durham University’s Department of Anthropology, said: 
“The ability to recognise kin is crucial because it allows animals to choose appropriate partners 
for coalitions, avoid mating with close relatives, and avoid killing their own offspring. 
 
“There is evidence that humans can also recognise the smell of their relatives, even as 
newborns.  We apparently retained good olfactory capabilities or sense of smell, although we – 
like our closest relatives, the chimpanzees – don’t usually scent-mark, and lack the specialised 
sense of smell found in many other mammals. 
 
“Our results help us to understand the evolution of primate chemical communication and suggest 
that we should pay more attention to olfaction in apes.” 
 
Sense of smell 
 
Research on olfaction in non-human great apes is particularly scarce although wild 
chimpanzees sniff the ground and vegetation while patrolling the borders of their territory.  
In contrast to most other mammals, however, primates have traditionally been regarded as 
having a poor sense of smell.  
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Dr Stefanie Henkel of the University of Leipzig and the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary 
Anthropology, commented: “Chimpanzees are highly territorial and encounters between groups 
are mostly hostile – in fact, they sometimes kill individuals from other communities - so olfactory 
cues might help them to locate other animals and determine whether they are group members or 
strangers, enhancing their survival and leading to fitness benefits. 
 
“Odour might be especially important because most chimpanzees live in dense forests where 
visibility is low, and because in chimpanzee societies, group members split up into subgroups that 
may not see each other for days.”  


