
Animals can be cute and cuddly, fierce and 
ferocious or downright dangerous, but did you 

know that many are also highly intelligent?
On 31 January, a team of international scientists 

announced that they had taught a killer whale named 
Wikie how to mimic human speech. She learned how 
to “speak” by copying her trainer at a marine park in 
France. She copied the sounds of the words hello,  
bye bye, and one, two, three, using her blowhole to 
make the noises. To listen to Wikie speak, check out  
tinyurl.com/TWJ-whalespeak

Wikie isn’t the only animal that can communicate 
like this; several types of bird have also been known to 
make human sounds – a sign of intelligence. Scientists 
can tell if an animal is intelligent by carrying out 
different tests. One of these is the mirror test. A 
creature is placed in front of its reflection to see if it 
recognises itself. Around nine different kinds of animal 
have passed this test. Another is the marshmallow 
test. A treat is placed in front of an animal. If the 
animal holds off from scoffing it straight away, the 
animal earns a better treat. Crows have learned this 
trick and usually wait for the better treat. 

There are plenty of other animals that show signs 
of intelligence. Here are our top eight.

All about intelligent animals All about intelligent animals 

If you think humans are the only 
intelligent creatures on Earth,  
then think again. 

The smartest animals on the planet 
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Are pigs smarter than children?
Pigs may seem dirty. They roll around in mud and eat leftover 
food, but they’re also incredibly sharp animals. In fact, some 
studies show that they are more intelligent than human 
children. In the TV show BBC Earth, three children aged 
between 18 months and three years were given the same 
tasks as pigs. These tasks included scoring a goal, putting a 
coin in a piggy bank and hitting a golf ball. In all of these tasks 
the pigs did the same or better than the three children. 

Get thinking like a chimp 
Chimpanzees and other great apes are 
among the cleverest animals in the world. 
They have been known to play with 
objects and use tools to obtain their food,  
and they appear to mourn the death of a 
friend. Perhaps this isn’t very surprising, 
since humans and chimpanzees are very 
closely related. In an interview, 

primatologist (a scientist who studies 
primates) William Hopkins recalled the 
most intelligent chimpanzee he had ever 
met. This chimp, named Austin, used 
real-time video as a mirror to look at his 
teeth, but he couldn’t see them properly. 
“So he went and got a flashlight and shone 
it into his mouth to see farther down his 
throat,” said Hopkins. 

Raccoons can pick locks 
For a study published in 1908, an ethologist (a scientist who 
studies animal behaviour) called H.B. Davis tested the abilities 
of 12 raccoons over three years. In one experiment, he tested  
if raccoons could pick locks to reach a treat behind a door. He 
locked the door with combinations of a button, a gate hook 
and even a bolt lock, securing it in 10 different ways. The 
raccoons were able to work out 11 out of the 13 different 
security fastenings in fewer than 10 tries. 

The great octopus escape 
Octopuses are master escape artists, and 
can use their problem-solving skills to get 
out of tanks. Peter Godfrey-Smith, a 
philosopher who is fascinated by the 
creatures, wrote about one that purposely 

plugged a valve so its tank overflowed. 
Others have escaped through small holes or 
lifted the lid of their tank and flopped their 
way to freedom. In captivity, the cunning 
creatures have learned to navigate mazes, 
solve puzzles and open screw-top jars. 

Elephants never forget
You may have heard the saying “Elephants 
never forget”, and it’s true – elephants are 
really good at remembering faces and 
other features of different elephants. In 
1999, Carol Buckley at the Elephant 

Sanctuary in Hohenwald, in the US, noticed 
that Jenny the elephant got very excited 
when she was introduced to newcomer, 
Shirley. It turns out that Jenny and Shirley 
had known each other years earlier, when 
they had both worked at a circus. 

Dolphins can tidy their tanks 
Dolphins are extremely bright. They can recognise themselves 
in mirrors and mimic human behaviour. At the Institute for 
Marine Mammal Studies in Mississippi, US, dolphins have 
been taught to spot litter in their tanks and hold onto it until 
they see a trainer, and then swap it for a treat. Even cleverer, 
Kelly the dolphin hides the litter she finds under a rock and 
tears off a piece at a time to give to a trainer. She’s worked out 
that this way, one piece of trash can earn her lots of rewards. 

Little creatures with big brains 
Bees may have tiny brains – about the size of a sesame seed 
– but in relation to the animal’s size they are actually fairly 
large. These buzzy insects have a brilliant memory, excellent 
eyesight and a keen sense of taste, smell and touch. In 2017,  
a team of scientists taught bumble bees to push a ball through 
a hole to get a treat, using a plastic bee to show the insects 
what to do. When the bees managed to push the ball in the 
hole, they were rewarded with sugar water.

 

 

DID YOU  KNOW? Chimpanzees use twigs as tools. They strip off the leaves and use them to dip into termite nests to catch the creepy-crawlies.

Solve a problem like a crow 
In 2014, scientists from the University of Auckland in New 
Zealand tested a crow’s intelligence by placing scraps of meat 
in tubes. The tubes were half-filled with water, so the meat 
was just out of reach, and objects such as stones put nearby. 
When the crow realised it couldn’t reach the meat, it dropped 
objects into the tube to raise the water level until the gobbet 
was within range. Watch it at tinyurl.com/TWJ-smartcrows

 
 

CLEVER 
CREATURES 

When crows meet an 

unkind human, they can 

teach other crows to 

recognise that  
person. 

 
 

TIGHT 
SQUEEZE

Octopuses have no bones, 

so they can wriggle through 

tiny gaps. One 272 kilogram 

octopus was able to squeeze 

through a hole slightly bigger 

than a 20p piece. 
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