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Chimpanzees must be able to coordinate with others even when conflicts of interest are present. 

The “Snowdrift-Game” provides a model to understand how organisms coordinate and make 

decisions under conflict situations. By investigating whether and how chimpanzees solve this 

dilemma we can gain insight into the mechanisms of cooperation. Moreover, by comparing 

chimpanzees with their closest relatives, bonobos and humans, we can understand the 

evolutionary context of decision making in this situation. We presented pairs of captive 

chimpanzees (N=10; Mage= 20.5 years) and bonobos (N=6, Mage=13.7 years) housed at the 

Leipzig Zoo in Germany as well as 20children dyads from the same city, with an adapted version 

of the Snowdrift games. In our task, subjects were faced with an unequal reward distribution. In 

the critical condition the higher reward was acquired by letting a partner act, with the risk that if 

neither partner acted the rewards would be lost after a period of thirty seconds. Both 

chimpanzees and children were highly successful at coordinating their actions to solve the 

dilemma (bonobo data is currently under collection). They almost never lost the rewards because 

at least one partner was willing to pay the cost of getting the decreased reward, to avoid 

coordination failure (no reward). Both species behaved strategically as they waited longer for 

their partner to act when this would lead to a higher reward. However, evidence from their 

resource distributions, their action latencies and their communicative acts suggests that children 

behaved more strategic than chimpanzees. Our results demonstrate that both species can 

successfully coordinate their actions in conflict situations although they differ in the way they 

achieve coordination.  
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