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Comparative and developmental psychology have impacted one another for well over 100 years. 
Researchers have studied developmental processes of humans and nonhumans to formulate evolu-
tionary theories and to determine the contributions of hereditary and experiential factors at ontoge-
netic and phylogenetic levels. We discuss current directions in comparative and developmental re-
search that attend to micro-developmental processes and ecological contexts as sources of variability 
in humans and nonhumans. This research has been a segue into studies of behavior that are integra-
tive in scope, such the family of systems theories, which cross disciplinary boundaries. We present 
findings from our research on instrumental manual activity in human and nonhuman primates from a 
systems perspective, and argue that integrative systems approaches hold promise for understanding 
individuals and development of behavior across species. 
 

Historically, the fields of comparative and developmental psychology have 
been intertwined, using animal models as analogs in studying human developmen-
tal processes, making cross-species comparisons at different points in the lifespan, 
and inquiring into the evolutionary history of humans and other species. Compara-
tive psychology originated from Darwin’s theory of evolution, which yielded in-
sights into the phylogenetic continuity of human and nonhuman life, and changed 
the conception of life from a static process to a dynamic one (Darwin, 1859). 
Studying living animals became a promising means to think about the development 
of the human mind, with its remarkable plasticity and coordinated functioning 
(Geary & Bjorklund, 2000; Hall, 1992). Noting successive changes in physical and 
behavioral organization occurring at the level of the individual organism (i.e., de-
velopmental changes), with their potential to serve adaptive functions for survival 
and  reproduction,  led  to  formulation  of  theories  about  evolutionary change  in 
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development relevant to our own species (Gessell, 1948; Gottlieb, 1992; Gould, 
1976, 1977). Indeed, discerning evolutionary origins and trends in behavior by 
studying developmental processes has been a prominent force in comparative psy-
chology since the early 19th century (Gottlieb, 1984; Lehrman, 1970; Tinbergen, 
1963).  

G. Stanley Hall, one of the early psychologists who studied human devel-
opment, integrated Darwinian biological principles into his view of humans, albeit 
erroneously. For instance, his theory that very early childhood corresponded to a 
monkey-like ancestor that had reached sexual maturity around age 6-7 years (Hall, 
1904) has since been rejected. Hall’s ideas rested on Haeckel’s evolutionary theory 
that ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny, or that ontogenetic progression mirrors the 
phylogenetic history of the species, an idea not commonly accepted by contempo-
rary scientists (but see Parker & Gibson, 1979; Parker & McKinney, 1999). 
Though at times it would appear that comparative and developmental psychology 
have grown apart since the days of Darwin and Hall, a substantial body of research 
in both fields converges on the same behavioral topics (e.g., symbolic processing 
including numerical and spatial reasoning and linguistic abilities, memory, percep-
tion, social responsiveness, imitation and other social learning mechanisms to 
name a few). It is beyond the scope of this paper to delve into all of the territories 
where comparative research and developmental psychological research have over-
lapped. Instead, we describe some of comparative and developmental psychology’s 
noteworthy contributions in means (methodology) and meaning (theoretical 
frameworks) that significantly advance integrative research in both fields. That is, 
these contributions cross disciplinary boundaries by incorporating biology (with its 
focus on process) and ecology (with its focus on context) with psychology (with its 
focus on the individual as a whole), and thus, hold great promise for helping us to 
understand behavioral phenomena. Further, we argue that both comparative and 
developmental psychology benefit by researchers’ deliberate efforts to strive for 
shared means and meaning with other areas in behavioral science. Contemporary 
investigations by those researchers working from systems perspectives, with their 
attention to developmental patterns of change at levels ranging from cellular to 
cultural (these perspectives differ slightly, but all are integrative in scope), serve as 
examples. Later in this article we describe our work examining instrumental man-
ual activity from a systems perspective that speaks to both comparative and devel-
opmental questions. 

 
Breaking Free of the Nature-Nurture Dichotomy 

 
Inquiry in comparative and developmental psychology has long been 

dominated by attempts to determine the relative contribution of genetic and experi-
ential factors to behavioral expression. The relationship between developmental 
outcomes and an individual’s genetic endowment is an incredibly complex one that 
is often misunderstood (Jensen, 1969; Morage, 2001). Investigating the emergence 
of behavior in individuals and variability in behavior across individuals and spe-
cies should not rest on nature and nurture as competing explanations, but rather, 
should encompass the dialectical interplay of systems external and internal to the 
organism (Michel & Moore, 1995; Oyama, 2000). It is not meaningful to argue 
that certain phenotypic characteristics are more or less genetic than others. Nor is it 
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meaningful to view some characteristics as more or less biological than others. 
Comparative and developmental psychologists propose that the possibilities of 
evolutionary change can be understood if we consider the developmental process 
of the individual in its species-typical ecological niche.  

These ideas are very powerful; they can help science break free of the na-
ture-nurture dichotomy that has been such an abiding and stifling theme in our re-
search (see also Lickliter & Berry, 1990). For example, studies in psychobiology 
have revolutionized our understanding of “nature” by providing evidence that ge-
netic influence on behavioral expression is not unidirectional, and that develop-
mental outcomes are best conceptualized as being epigenetic, or the result of a 
complex confluence of genetic influence and multiple organizational systems in 
the individual organism, including molecular, cellular, and organismic (Gottlieb, 
1998). Schneirla, who studied nonhuman animals (1957, see also Schneirla & 
Rosenblatt, 1961, 1963) charted new territory by providing a compelling argument 
that integrated organicism (i.e., the integrated structural features of individual) and 
contextualism (i.e., interactive relations among levels of the individual’s bodily 
and ecological systems). Schneirla’s work on the dynamic relations between learn-
ing abilities, the structure and plasticity of the nervous system, and a species’ eco-
logical niche is an elegant demonstration of applying organismic and contextualist 
models to behavioral development. Furthermore, the timing among interactions, or 
what Pepper (1942) describes as historic events (viewed as contextual influences), 
are crucial to developmental outcomes such that developmental trajectories do not 
progress in a genetically predetermined invariant fashion, but rather, show consid-
erable individual variability (Schneirla & Rosenblatt, 1963). Thus, developmental 
“norms” are probabilistic as opposed to inevitable. Schneirla’s probabilistic-
epigenetic position emphasized the integration of multiple systems in development 
and was rooted in a solid empirical foundation of biology, and comparative and 
developmental psychology. In general, developmental psychobiology, the field 
founded by Schneirla, emphasizes the coordination of biological and experiential 
aspects of behavior and has moved beyond nature vs. nurture (see Michel & 
Moore, 1995 for a comprehensive treatment).  

The conception that development is a self-organizing process is implicit in 
much contemporary research in human developmental psychology (Lerner & 
Walls, 1999). Viewing development as a self organizing process entails considera-
tion of contextual factors (Cole, 1992; Parent, Normandeau, & Larivee, 2000; 
Rogoff, 1990). For example, the timing of locomotor development reflects a vari-
ety of culturally specific practices (e.g., Hopkins & Westra, 1988; Super, 1976) 
Variability in people’s family, community, and culture underscores the need to 
conduct research in varied contexts, in addition to standard laboratory settings 
(Lerner & Busch-Rossnagel, 1981). For example, when studying infants and chil-
dren, cross-cultural psychologists examine the integration of cognitive and socio-
emotional development by analyzing infant and child care, familial influences, and 
value characteristics of the larger culture (e.g., Berry, Poortinga, & Pandey, 1997; 
Keller & Greenfield, 2000; Matsumoto, 2000). The growing interest of develop-
mental psychologists in the particulars of behavioral development rather than uni-
versals, reflects the viewpoint that variability should not be conceptualized as 
noise, or experimental error, but rather, as an important indicator of the organiza-
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tion of the individual (Fischer & Pare-Blagoev, 2000; Harkness, Raeff, & Super, 
2000). 

The importance of studying studying self organization within varied con-
texts is evident in studies of behavioral development in other species. For example, 
West and King (2002, p. 98) studied the ontogeny of song and mating behavior in 
brown-headed cowbirds. They propose that a “social/cultural gateway” directs de-
velopment by constraining the “settings and sequence of events through which [or-
ganisms] obtain access to information for learning.” West and King have shown 
that contextual factors (e.g., social setting) work in concert with individual charac-
teristics (e.g., age and sex) to channel variation in behavioral development (e.g., 
mating strategies and song development) (see also Coleman & Wilson, 1998 for an 
example with pumpkinseed sunfish).  

The contributions that we describe next draw from scholars studying hu-
mans and nonhuman animals. Some embrace a synthetic relationship between bi-
ology and individual contexts in development, thereby forwarding an integrative 
systems view of development. Others embody a process-focused approach, thereby 
revealing the intricacies and dynamics of developmental trajectories.  
 

Contributions in Means of Doing Research: 
Capturing the Emergence of Behavior and its Adaptive Qualities 

 
Comparative researchers studying nonhumans have devised observational 

methodologies for describing and measuring behavior that are distinguished for 
their clarity (Altmann, 1974). These observation techniques have been especially 
useful for psychologists whose subjects are nonverbal humans and young children 
whose language facility is developing (e.g., Hinde, 1987; Michel, 1991a; Savage-
Rumbaugh, et al., 1993). Rovee-Collier’s (1995, 1997) research is a first-rate ex-
ample of the usefulness of operant paradigms, which originated in laboratory ex-
periments with nonhumans, to study memory development in human infants. 
Rovee-Collier’s testing situation requires that infants recognize and recall that their 
kicking response will activate movement of a mobile hanging above them. Interest-
ingly, infants remember this relationship weeks later, but their memories are de-
pendent on the testing context being the same. These are two examples of method-
ologies first used by comparative researchers that have proved useful in studies of 
human development. 

 
Microanalysis of Problem Solving 
 

Recent work in developmental psychology has broadened the methods by 
which we study problem-solving behavior. The focus of analysis is not solely on 
whether children can solve problems or not, or on the number of errors committed, 
but rather how children’s solutions come about. The research methodology em-
ployed must therefore capture the emergence and organizational profile of strate-
gies children use to solve problems (Granott & Parziale, 2002). For example, 
Siegler (1996, 2002) has analyzed how children approach problems requiring nu-
merical reasoning. Central to Siegler’s theoretical framework is the proposition 
that children’s strategies are multidimensional rather than unidimensional. Gradual 
changes in the utilization of strategies predominate over sudden shifts in thinking. 
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The empirical data, Siegler argues, dictate that our research methods should cap-
ture the generation of variability as an epigenetic process that contributes to a con-
stellation of strategies for approaching a variety of problems in a variety of con-
texts. Siegler’s (1996, 2002) concept of “microgenetics” captures this idea (see 
also Siegler & Crowley, 1991). Microgenetics entail micro-developmental analy-
sis, that is, examination of variability within individual subjects over time, produc-
ing a comprehensive picture of the developmental process. Furthermore, Siegler 
(1996) notes that children’s variability and selection of problem-solving strategies 
become increasingly adaptive, an analogy consistent with the evolutionary process, 
where the production of new variants in behavior often reflects adaptive change.  

 
Socio-Emotional Adjustment and the Developmental Niche 
 

Although many comparative psychologists remain concerned with the 
foundations and expression of species-typical behavior, increasingly, questions of 
individual variation arise. For instance, comparative researchers studying monkeys 
(e.g., Boccia & Pedersen, 2001; Mason & Capitanio, 1988; Maestripieri, Jovano-
vic, & Gouzoules, 2000; Schino & Troisi, 2001; Suomi, 1987) have devised re-
search methods to reveal the complexity of socio-emotional development. In these 
studies, researchers tracked hereditary relationships and experimentally manipu-
lated rearing history and events that the monkeys experienced. Infant-maternal re-
lationships were related to behavioral changes brought about by variations in the 
social group in order to isolate developmental processes contributing to attach-
ment, temperament, and subsequent socio-emotional adjustment in the young 
monkeys. Soumi’s (2000) finding that rhesus monkeys’ behavior and brain 
chemistry were affected by the interaction of early rearing experience and 
serotonin transporter genotype is an excellent example of an animal model 
approach that fuses developmental and neuropsychology. This work enhances our 
understanding of the relationship between the young monkey’s formation of 
attachment and its reactivity to stressful situations.  

Experiments conducted by developmental psychobiologists with other 
mammalian orders (e.g., rodents) suggest other neural, endocrine, and immune cor-
relates of attachment and maintenance of social bonds (Insel, 1992), and their con-
tribution to adult behavior (Pedersen & Boccia, 2002). Leon (1992) adopted meth-
ods to identify olfactory, auditory, and visual preferences of mothers and offspring 
that contribute to attachment and feeding, thereby increasing the rat pups’ chances 
for survival. The huddling niche in rats has been described as a learning milieu of 
rapid change where thermoregulation, olfactory and motor development, and 
dominance hierarchies exert influences at differing points in the rat pups’ devel-
opment. Research methodologies employed in studies of rodents have been par-
ticularly instructive in furthering the conception of the changing characteristics and 
function of the developmental niche (i.e., a concept that describes the integrative of 
features of a particular species and its habitat, Smotherman & Robinson, 1998; 
West, King, & Arberg, 1988).  

All of these ideas resonate with issues in human development. For exam-
ple, Thomas and Chess’s (1977) analysis of children’s “goodness of fit” with their 
respective environments is the classic analog for the concept of the developmental 
niche in human studies; their work showed how infant temperament impacts infant 
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adaptation to care-giving environments. More recently, Harkness and Super 
(1994), building on research ideas from behavioral ecology with nonhuman popu-
lations, have put forth three components of the child’s developmental niche, in-
cluding physical and social settings (e.g., climate and family, respectively), child 
rearing practices, and cultural customs (e.g., belief systems). Cross cultural studies 
have examined the child’s developmental niche more closely, looking at how the 
unique socialization practices of different cultures affect the dynamic interaction of 
the child with his caregivers. For example, DeVries (1994) has reported that Masai 
children in East Africa display temperamental traits that Western caregivers would 
consider undesirable and that would put them at risk for behavioral adjustment 
problems in Western cultures. In the Masai culture, however, these traits, including 
being persistent, intense, and not easily consolable, are highly valued and would 
support adaptation to the harsh environmental conditions experienced by this Afri-
can nomadic tribe.  

This corpus of research on social adjustment in infancy has generally pro-
gressed towards achieving greater specificity and ecological validity since the 
seminal work on attachment by Harlow, Mason, and colleagues (Harlow & Har-
low, 1965; Harlow & Zimmerman, 1959; Mason & Berkson, 1975) and Thomas 
and Chess (1977). Moreover, these contributions, marked by their attention to con-
text and process, are indicative of efforts by comparative and developmental psy-
chologists to employ research methods with foci of analyses that capture the emer-
gence of behavior and its adaptive qualities. 

 
Contributions in Meaning: Theories and Conceptual Frameworks 

to Guide Research and Interpret Findings 
 

Developmental research with humans, generally, has been much more the-
ory-driven compared to comparative research with nonhumans, which has tended 
to be more empirically driven. An example is research in “theory of mind”, the 
attribution of mental states to others. This form of social cognition, a substantive 
research theme in child development research, has been theorized to be a uniquely 
human quality that is linked to the development of cognitive abilities, social skills, 
and sophisticated communicative capacities (e.g., Astington, 1993; Perner, 1991; 
Wellman, Cross, & Watson, 2001). Comparative researchers have addressed ex-
hibitory aspects of theory of mind, that is whether other species attribute inten-
tions, beliefs, and desires to others, with cleverly designed laboratory and field ex-
periments (e.g., Cheney & Seyfarth, 1990; Gallup, 1982; Heyes, 1998; Povinelli & 
Giambrone, 2001; Premack & Woodruff, 1978; Whiten & Byrne, 1988). Compara-
tive psychologists have been more conservative in their interpretations of data 
compared to developmental psychologists. Making inferences about the thinking of 
nonhumans must proceed with skepticism that it is like the thinking of humans, 
lest we fall into the anthropomorphism trap. Thus, to date, comparative psycholo-
gists have provided little sound evidence that monkeys and apes make inferences 
about mental states of others. Whether chimpanzees have a rudimentary theory of 
mind, a question posed by Premack & Woodruff (1978) over twenty years ago, 
remains open. Perhaps this is because of methodological challenges involved in 
doing this type of research with nonhuman animals. After all, we cannot question 
nonverbal nonhumans as we do human children. Virtually every experimental 
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paradigm used with children involves questioning children about what they believe 
others (including dolls, puppets, or actual people) see, know, think, or feel. Com-
parative researchers, one could argue, have a greater burden of proof placed on 
them. Hence, reporting evidence for and against mental attribution has been the 
predominant focus in the literature on nonhumans as opposed to emphasis on theo-
retical developmental discussions in the literature on children.  

Nonetheless, it is certain that animals possess highly sophisticated com-
munication systems, and nonhuman primates in particular show marked sensitivity 
to vocalizations, gestures, facial expressions of conspecifics and human caretak-
ers/observers. All are indicative of highly developed forms of social cognition 
(Russon, Bard, & Parker, 1996; Owren & Rendall, 1997). Examining both children 
and nonhuman primates’ sensitivity to affective displays and their abilities to en-
gage in social negotiation in more naturalistic settings may be a fairer comparison 
than paradigms that require inferences about subjects’ interpretations of scenarios.  

 
Value of Integrative Developmental Systems Approaches  
 

By adopting an integrative theoretical and methodological approach, com-
parative and developmental psychologists may be better able to establish the rela-
tions among individuals’ characteristics and contextual variables and consequent 
development of behavior across species. A common means to investigate ontoge-
netic changes in behavior coupled with a common conceptual framework to make 
meaning of the data hold great possibility for advancing both comparative and de-
velopmental psychology. Some contemporary scientists, whose work is discussed 
in the remainder of this section, have heeded von Bertalanffy’s (1968) challenge 
that theories in science should integrate biology, ecology, and developmental sys-
tems and evolutionary histories of organisms and have utilized analytical methods 
that capture complex relations.  

Developmental psychobiology, which to date has typically involved study-
ing nonhuman populations, focuses on the relationship between structure and func-
tion at ontogenetic and phylogenetic levels of analysis (Gottlieb, Wahlsten, & 
Lickliter, 1998; Lerner, 1991). Phylogeny is, after all, a sequential pattern of vary-
ing ontogenies. A central assumption of developmental psychobiology is that be-
havioral ontogeny should be thought of in the same terms as morphological ontog-
eny, as both are guided by epigenetic interactions. Another assumption is that the 
structure-function relationship, and the ontogenetic processes that bring it about, 
should not be assumed to be equivalent across phylogenetic levels, even if the be-
havioral patterns that develop are similar in different species (Reese & Overton, 
1970). The intricacies of the structure-function relationship are illustrated in 
Gould’s (1977) argument linking brain development and socio-cultural functioning 
at individual and intergenerational levels of analysis. Comparing individuals of 
different species may guide the formulation of causal questions pertaining to 
proximate, ontogenetic, and phylogenetic causes of behavior (Gould, 1977). This 
assertion, however, differs from the proposition that any one of these orientations 
can serve to explain, fully, the other (Lehrman, 1970; Snowden & French, 1979; 
Tinbergen, 1963). Arguments such as Gould’s that pertain to the evolution of the 
structure-function relationship must necessarily be of a comparative and develop-
mental nature. Gilbert Gottlieb (1992, p. 137), working from a psychobiological 
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perspective, asserts that “an understanding of heredity and individual development 
will allow not only a clear picture of how an adult animal is formed but [also] that 
such an understanding is indispensable for an appreciation of the processes of evo-
lution as well” (see also Lickliter & Berry, 1990).  

Developmental systems theories can succeed in providing elegant causal 
accounts of the relationship between the individual’s design features (e.g., percep-
tual processes, muscle tone, movement preferences) and developmental trajectories 
(Kuo, 1976; Lewis, 2000; Oyama, Griffiths, & Gray, 2001). Thelen and Smith’s 
(1994) version of a developmental systems theory, which they have termed “dy-
namic systems theory”, assumes that development results from the continual and 
multiple interaction of all levels of the developing system, from the molecular 
level to the cultural level. Morphological and behavioral characteristics, they ar-
gue, arise not from genetic codes or environmental instructions, but from dynamic 
interrelations within and between the multitude of systems that comprise and sur-
round the organism. For example, Thelen (1986, 1992; see also Thelen & Corbetta, 
2002) has shown that muscle growth and postural control are hastened when in-
fants are held upright and allowed to engage in stepping, leading to acceleration in 
locomotor development. Hopkins and Westra (1988) suggest that early attainment 
of certain milestones in locomotor development in West Indian babies reflects 
“formal handling practices” (e.g., stretching exercises and placing infants in posi-
tions that challenge their balance) used by West Indian mothers with their infants.  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, see also Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000) Bio-
ecological theory offers an alternate integrative approach to the biological, cogni-
tive, and socio-emotional dimensions of behavioral development. This theoretical 
position, like all integrative theories, advocates a dynamic, interactive model of 
individual-contextual relations, and ascribes a key role to temporal processes and 
contextual details at multiple levels of organization (i.e., systems that are internal 
and external to the individual). Attention to the ecology of the individual, changing 
relations in the individual’s micro and macro systems (e.g., perceptual-motor and 
familial, respectively), and historical embedding of systems gives descriptive and 
explanatory power to this theoretical orientation (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979; 
Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).  

Researchers studying children through this theoretical lens have examined 
the effects of residential crowding on children’s well-being, the contributions of 
parental and peer support to academic performance, and the links between access 
to community health centers and welfare institutions on children’s development 
(Evans & Saegert, 2000; Steinberg, 1990; Bronfenbrenner, 1993, respectively). 
Bronfenbrenner (1993) points out that, given the typically low proportion of vari-
ance explained by the variables under investigation in developmental research, it is 
necessary to focus on multiple contextual influences. This assertion underscores 
the argument that experimental causal analyses should not be the sole analytical 
strategy in an integrative approach. Where causal relations remain shrouded from 
analyses, as they often do when studying development, we can make use of corre-
lational methods, asking how and how much a particular parameter influences an-
other. Convergent correlational evidence can be a powerful analytical tool when 
studying development and when comparing species (Fragaszy & Perry, in press; 
Ross & McLarnon, 2000; Russon, 2003). All of these integrative approaches are 
promising candidates to investigate behavioral phenomena because they are simul-
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taneously both broader and more differentiated than their predecessors with their 
restricted focus on innateness (e.g., Lorenz, 1957; Chomsky, 1972), stimulus-
response connections in decontextualized experimental settings (e.g., Skinner, 
1938), or logical mathematical thinking (e.g., Piaget, 1963).  

 
Value of an Integrative Approach to Study the Development of Instrumental 
 Manual Activity 
 
 We devote the remainder of this paper to instrumental manual activity, a 
common form of problem solving exhibited extensively by human and nonhuman 
primates. The specialization of the hand for fine motor movement, haptic percep-
tion, bimanual coordination, and manipulation of objects renders instrumental 
manual activity a distinctive feature in the evolutionary history of primates (Fra-
gaszy, 1998; Marzke & Wullstein, 1996; Wilson, 1998). Visual-motor coordina-
tion, prehension, and bimanual dexterity affect the extent to which the individual 
can experience and modify its environment. Sometimes the functional outcomes of 
instrumental manual activity are identical across species, such as using objects as 
tools in feeding behavior; however, the developmental processes that brought 
about the behavior can be dissimilar. Examining instrumental manual activity from 
a comparative developmental perspective that is integrative in scope can be most 
informative.  

Instrumental manual activity is defined as using hands to manipulate ob-
jects or surfaces to attain a goal. Traditionally, goal-directed object manipulation 
of this sort has been interpreted as activity that is mediated by abstract cognitive 
constructs (e.g., Greenfield, 1991; Langer, 1980; Piaget & Inhelder, 1969) or is 
aided by causal understanding of means-end relationships (e.g., Limongelli, Boy-
sen, & Visalberghi, 1995; Visalberghi & Tomasello, 1998). Developmental psy-
chologists, in particular, are interested in instrumental manual activity as an ex-
pression of an individual’s abstract knowledge of logical-mathematical relation-
ships (Langer, 1980). Indeed, “logico-mathematical” ways of knowing form the 
basis of Piaget’s (1969; see also Piaget & Inhelder, 1969) theory of cognitive de-
velopment, and Piagetian theory has been the dominant theoretical approach ap-
plied to the investigation of instrumental manual activity in nonhuman animals. 
Piaget addressed motor behavior, but was more interested in the logical rules that 
children abstracted from movement: the products of thinking rather than the proc-
esses that are involved in constructing this knowledge. The Piagetian perspective 
has motivated some comparative psychologists to draw parallels between chil-
dren’s sensorimotor development and the manipulative capabilities and propensi-
ties of nonhuman primates. Piaget’s scheme of the substages of sensorimotor de-
velopment has been applied to the manipulative repertoire of various species of 
nonhuman primates (e.g., orangutans, chimpanzees, and capuchin monkeys) resid-
ing in captivity and in the wild (Antinucci, 1990; Call, 2001; Chevalier-Skolnikoff, 
1989; Parker & Gibson, 1977; Poti, 1997). Parker and colleagues (Parker & Gib-
son, 1979; Parker & McKinney, 1999) devised an evolutionary explanation for the 
emergence of language and intelligence in humans employing Piagetian ontoge-
netic theory. Piaget’s theory has been a heuristic tool to make descriptive compari-
sons between species. Its use, however, has not gone without criticism by devel-
opmental and comparative psychologists. Chief objections concern the conceptual 
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validity of Piaget’s theory, which fails to account fully for individual and ecologi-
cal contextual influences on behavior. Because it is a stage theory, one of the tenets 
is universality, which downplays individual and cultural differences in behavioral 
development. Developmental psychologists have modified these conceptual weak-
nesses in subsequent revisions of the theory (e.g., neo-Piagetian, Case, 1985; 
Fischer, 1980; and information-processing approaches, Bjorklund, 1997).  

Furthermore, research with children has illuminated some of the methodo-
logical weaknesses in the Piagetian testing paradigms, which use particular tasks 
and oftentimes rely on verbal responses by subjects. The conclusion that Piaget 
underestimated the capabilities of children has come about largely because of a 
revision in research methodology used with young children that specifically ad-
dressed testing contexts, including constraints imposed by tasks. To illustrate, chil-
dren have shown improved performance than predicted by Piagetian theory in 
manual tasks that provide perceptual and functional feedback to them (DeLoache, 
Sugarman, & Brown, 1985; Fragaszy et al., 2002). Tasks that afford children op-
portunities to detect errors in their action-based solutions to problems and to assess 
their progress towards goals can reveal, in dynamic systems terms, rapid assembly 
of skills. Effective behavior may not be evident where motoric demands are not 
well-suited to children’s perceptual-motor developmental level. Additionally, in-
ferring cognitive structures from actions with objects is problematic when actors 
cannot comment on their actions or answer questions posed by experimenters (Ad-
ams-Curtis, 1989; Brainerd, 1979). Reliance on the verbal reports of children may 
in fact mask the complexity of the developmental process.  

Comparative psychologists are, no doubt, concerned with the very areas in 
which Piaget’s theory has been criticized by developmental psychologists, even 
though a Piagetian approach continues to guide the investigation and interpretation 
of cognitive and perceptual-motor skills in nonhuman primates (Antinucci, 1990; 
Chevalier-Skolnikoff, 1983; Parker & McKinney, 1999; Poti & Spinozzi, 1994). 
Developmental psychologists studying young children, on the other hand, have 
adopted alternative approaches that integrate the converging influences of brain, 
body, environmental context, and behavior (e.g., Connolly & Dalgleish, 1989; El-
man et al., 1996; Lockman & Thelen, 1993; Michel, 1991b; Thelen, 1992). The 
instrumental manual system is marked by progressive reorganization that is con-
tingent upon self-assembled development in neural, perceptual, and muscle sys-
tems. Changing relations among the components of the individual’s perceptual and 
motor systems and ecological context become the focus of analysis, and in that 
sense, the individual and his/her environment are conceptualized as dynamic rather 
than statically and inflexibly hierarchical. Relationships among these components 
are not temporally stable, and development does not follow an invariant stage-like 
sequence as Piaget asserted. For example, in the domain of instrumental manual 
activity, variables such as manual dexterity, postural control, visual acuity, suppor-
tive surfaces, understanding of the task and goal, experience with the task, and so-
cial context are all considered (Bushnell & Boudreau, 1993; Johnson-Pynn & Fra-
gaszy, 2001; Michel & Moore, 1995). An integrative theoretical stance moves be-
yond the notion that a morphologically determined abstract symbol system is the 
driving force behind the development of instrumental manual skill and other forms 
of cognition (e.g., theory of mind), and it does not privilege abstract knowledge 
over somatic knowledge (Lockman, 2000). Studying individuals of different spe-
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cies and employing a similar (or in the best case, identical) research methodology 
can elucidate insights into the interrelationship between the body’s actions and any 
logical or abstract rules that might emerge to guide behavior. 

We provide an overview of three lines of research in the area of instrumen-
tal manual activity with human children, chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes), bonobos 
(Pan paniscus), and capuchin monkeys (Cebus apella). Our comparative develop-
mental studies of seriation of nesting cups, solving mazes by manipulating a joy-
stick, and using objects as tools, have led us to adopt a specific systems interpreta-
tion, the perception-action model (Lockman, 2000), to research instrumental man-
ual activity. The perception-action model, derived from the ecological theory of 
Gibson (1979), encompasses the developing systems of the individual and is a use-
ful framework for examining the development of instrumental manual skill in hu-
mans and nonhumans alike (see also Gibson & Pick, 2000, for a general treat-
ment).  

 
Seriation of Nesting Cups: Considering Interactions Between the Individual’s  
Physical System and Experiences 
 
 Our findings with children (age range 11-36 months), chimpanzees, and 
capuchin monkeys have raised doubts that an abstract concept of reversibility is 
necessary to construct a seriated set of cups by size (Fragaszy, et. al, 2002a; John-
son-Pynn & Fragaszy, 2001). Piaget purported that reversibility, the abstract 
knowledge of a logical relationship in which an element in a series can be simulta-
neously smaller than the preceding element and larger than the subsequent ele-
ment, was responsible for success in seriating objects. Piaget used a series of 
graduated sticks to arrive at his conclusion that 5-year-olds were successful seria-
tors because they had attained this form of abstract knowledge (Piaget, 1969; see 
also Inhelder & Piaget, 1964; Piaget & Inhelder, 1969). Other developmentalists 
studying younger children used nesting cups instead of sticks to examine seriation 
skill. Nesting cups, unlike sticks, provided functional feedback to children as 
young as 24 months of age, who were able to seriate cups into an ordered set of 
five (DeLoache, Sugarman, & Brown, 1985; Greenfield, Nelson, & Saltzman, 
1972). Fragaszy et al. (2002a) tested an even younger sample of children (ages 11, 
16, and 21 months) and compared their performance to that of chimpanzees and 
capuchins, both noted for their manipulative propensities and skill. Briefly, Fra-
gaszy et al. (2002a) found that young children were successful seriators, including 
one 11 month-old who occasionally constructed a seriated 5-cup set. Even more 
surprising, chimps and capuchins generally seriated cups more often and more ef-
ficiently (i.e., using a fewer number of actions) than children between 12 and 21 
months of age. These results prompted the authors to question the attribution of 
reversibility (a form of logical reasoning) to nonhuman subjects, but not to chil-
dren, who were far less successful.  

Effective instrumental manual action requires integrating thought proc-
esses and bodily systems (Bernstein, 1967; Manoel & Connolly, 1997). Perhaps 
the nonhuman subjects in this comparative study were better seriators because they 
had more practice executing the actions required by the task compared to the 
young children. Maintaining postural control frees the arms and hands to manipu-
late objects more readily, and may facilitate detection of the physical properties of 
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the cups. The development of postural control has been noted to be a factor affect-
ing the development of bimanual coordination involving planning movement se-
quences and solving object-related movement tasks in children (Corbetta, 2001; 
von Hofsten, 1994). Compared to the children in our study, the apes and capuchins 
were not challenged in this respect. In fact, one bonobo tended to hold cups with 
his feet while using his hands to construct seriated sets. A capuchin, used several 
body parts, including his hands, feet, tail, and mouth to support and combine cups. 
It could also have been the case that grasping the edges of the cups in order to re-
move them from a nested stack and aligning the cups in order to insert them into a 
nested stack was more challenging for young children whose grasp patterns were 
not fully developed to handle the fine motor movements required by the task. The 
actions that the individual can and does perform support detection of physical 
properties, including relations between differing sized cups. 
  Instrumental manual activity is inextricably tied to a species’ propensity to 
manipulate objects in exploration (Fragaszy & Adams-Curtis, 1991). Most likely 
the success of Pan and Cebus in the nesting cups task reflects the behavioral ten-
dencies that these two genera show for using objects in exploratory and goal-
directed ways in many settings. Such activity enables perceptual-motor learning 
about the physical properties of objects and the relations between them, and as im-
portant, about the actions one can perform with objects (e.g., Gibson, 1982; Lock-
man, 2000). Interestingly, when the nesting cups task was presented to rhesus ma-
caques (M. mulatta), less known for their proclivity to manipulate objects, they did 
not show combinatorial behavior with the cups and resisted shaping to induce it. 
The most complex structure made by any of these subjects was a two-cup combi-
nation, and this occurred rarely (J. Johnson-Pynn, unpublished observation).  

Our analysis of the micro-development of object combinations and re-
sponses to errors in seriation takes experience into account, and thus, portrays the 
dynamic nature of the emergence of seriation skill (Johnson-Pynn et al., 1999). 
Our subjects combined cups in a variety of ways and showed dramatic micro-
developmental increases (i.e., shifting to hierarchical combinatory methods of 
combining cups as the dominant strategy) in the complexity of cup combinations 
across testing. There was no all or nothing leap from no seriation to seriation; the 
development of seriation was not discontinuous or highly dependent on age as Pia-
get’s theory predicts. Subjects’ strategies for constructing stable multi-cup struc-
tures do not have to be explained as driven by conceptual, abstract knowledge. If 
we follow Siegler’s (1996, 2002) account of strategy development, it is likely that 
the acquisition of combinatorial strategies develop from a confluence of associa-
tive and metacognitive processes that may or may not be conscious to the individ-
ual (Siegler & Stern, 1998). Experience handling the cups, trying various combina-
tions, and flexibly adapting to mistakes facilitates seriation skill in young children 
and nonhuman subjects alike.  

Interpretation of children and nonhuman primates’ behavior with nesting 
cups is consistent with the dynamic systems view of developmental psychobiolo-
gists Michel and Moore (1995, p. 354) who state that “Motor behavior is a func-
tion of the state of development of the nervous system, but the experiences gener-
ated by the behavior can also contribute to further development of the neural sys-
tem.” It is feasible that perceptual-motor learning enables the development of sym-
bolic relations or abstract representational concepts such as reversibility (Johnson-
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Pynn & Fragaszy, 2001; Langer, 1980). Comparing humans’ with nonhumans’ 
emergence of object manipulative skill suggests to us that a dynamic, reciprocal 
relationship between perceptual, conceptual, and reflective consciousness pre-
cludes isolation or superiority of any single domain.  

 
Using the Body to Move Objects Through Mazes in Two- and Three- 
Dimensional Space: Importance of Task Constraints 
 

Psychological and ecological aspects of spatial cognition (e.g., orienting, 
navigating, searching) have been studied in experimental and natural settings in 
many tasks and situations with nonhumans (e.g., Menzel, 1999; Menzel, Savage-
Rumbaugh, & Menzel, 2002; Shettleworth, 1998; for a review). We have presented 
computer-generated mazes, where subjects manipulated a joystick to move a cur-
sor through a series of choice points, to assess aspects of planning by nonhuman 
primates (P. troglodytes, C. apella; Fragaszy, Johnson-Pynn et al., 2002) and pre-
school-aged children (Johnson-Pynn, unpublished data) in two-dimensional space. 
Manipulating an object to move it through a series of paths from a start point to an 
end point, such as in a maze, necessitates managing multiple spatial and temporal 
relations. Different levels of planning are evident in this task (Bensen, 1997; Bidell 
& Fischer, 1994). A continuous or “on-line” form of planning involves bodily 
planning to control the joystick’s movement, which, in turn, affects the direction 
that the cursor takes through the pathways on the computer screen. A memorial 
form of planning in this task is keeping sequences of movement decisions in mind 
while moving the cursor through choice points (i.e., junctures where subjects must 
make a directional decision about which pathway to move the cursor down). The 
number of mistakes made at choice points and whether subjects solved mazes pro-
vide an incomplete account of the perceptual, motor, and memorial systems that 
must be integrated to perform this task. On the other hand, a dynamic analysis is 
appropriate to understand how an individual makes and remembers decisions, 
while simultaneously monitoring progress towards the end of the maze. 

One can infer that subjects are looking ahead (termed “forward search 
planning,” Fabricious, 1988) of the cursor if the direction of the cursor’s move-
ment (when approaching the dead end of a pathway) is reversed to move into a 
pathway that may lead to the end point of the maze, what we have termed “self-
correcting” an error (Fragaszy et. al, 2002b). This inference would be based on a 
memorial or representational view of the requirements of the task. The tendency of 
young children and nonhuman primates not to self-correct their mistakes, however, 
may reflect lack of planning or may reflect difficulty with inhibiting movements 
down incorrect pathways, an interpretation based on motoric constraints. Simulta-
neous coordination of executing and inhibiting movements is likely to impact deci-
sion-making in young children, whose inhibitory control is oftentimes weak (see 
Harnishfeger, 1995 for a discussion of the development of inhibition in children).  

For young children (3- and 4-year olds), manipulating the joystick to con-
trol the direction of the cursor’s movement appears to be especially challenging. In 
contrast to older children and nonhuman primate subjects, few of the young chil-
dren in our sample had experience using a joystick (most 5-year olds had some 
experience using a keyboard or mouse with their home computer systems.). Often-
times the movements of the cursor were not indicative of what three and four year-
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olds stated was their intended cursor movement. For instance, they would often 
shoot beyond a correct pathway, thus failing to make the cursor take a turn. They 
exhibited noticeable difficulty using the joystick to stop the movement of the cur-
sor and to make an aimed turn, even after some training in using the joystick. Their 
repeated attempts at maneuvering the cursor through this type of choice point were 
often accompanied by verbal comments such as, “I didn’t mean for it to go that 
way” (J. Johnson-Pynn, unpublished observation). The most informed conclusion 
about the behavior of young children in this situation can only arise from examin-
ing the integration of multiple factors, including manipulative ability, experience 
handling a joystick, attention, and the type of turn dictated by the maze. 
 Yet another example of the confluence of task constraints, planning, and 
physical execution of movements to traverse a maze comes from a comparison of a 
capuchin’s (Jobe, an adult male) performance in a two-dimensional computer ver-
sion of the task to a three-dimensional version of the task. In the three-dimensional 
version, the subject manipulated a round ball (slightly larger than the subject’s 
palm) along pathways that were grooved tracks in a board positioned underneath a 
test cage. This capuchin’s performance was compromised in the three-dimensional 
version of the task compared to the two-dimensional version, in part, we believe, 
because the motor demands were greater in the three-dimensional format (Cum-
mins-Sebree, Johnson-Pynn, & Fragaszy, 2003). It is also likely that the increased 
number of degrees of freedom in movement to manage in the three-dimensional 
version compared to the two-dimensional version of the task, taxed the monkey’s 
memory and decision-making. An example of increased difficulty in the three-
dimensional version of the maze task concerns the speed of the cursor’s move-
ment. In the two-dimensional version of the task, the speed of the cursor was con-
stant (determined by the computer program); thus, the force with which the subject 
pushed or pulled on the joystick was independent of the speed of the cursor’s 
movement along maze pathways on the computer screen. This was not the case in 
the three-dimensional version of the task, where the force with which the ball was 
moved determined the ball’s speed along tracks in the board. In the three-
dimensional version of the task, the capuchin subject made significantly more er-
rors than in the two-dimensional task because it did not stop the ball in time to turn 
it off the incorrect path to go down the correct path. This is reminiscent of studies 
of the phenomenon of inhibition in human children. Planning and executing 
movement sequences, is contingent upon how the individual’s body interfaces with 
the types of movement that the task dictates.  
 
Tool Use: Learning About Affordances of Objects and Surfaces 
 
 Humans and nonhuman animals use and fashion objects adaptively in di-
verse contexts (Beck, 1980; Ingold, 1997; McGrew, 1992). The ability to use ob-
jects as tools has, for the most part, been studied from a Piagetian or neo-Piagetian 
position, resting on the assumption that comprehending a means-end relationship 
supports problem solving (Bates, 1979). In studies with nonhuman primates, re-
searchers have sought to ascertain to what extent tool use is accompanied by causal 
reasoning (Povinelli, 2000; Tomasello & Call, 1997; Visalberghi & Tomasello, 
1998). This approach has run into trouble because neither monkeys nor apes 
clearly evidence causal comprehension in simple tool-using tasks. In our view, this 
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approach is deeply flawed because interpretations of tool use as reflecting causal 
reasoning do not address the origins of tool use and the dynamic interplay between 
thought and movement of the body and objects in near space. We suggest that tool 
use can be more profitably investigated from a micro-developmental standpoint 
that addresses how individuals learn to use objects as tools, incorporating a variety 
of contexts, such as varying objects or surfaces (see Cummins-Sebree & Fragaszy, 
2003). 

Surprisingly, the development of tool use has received far less attention 
from psychologists studying children compared to those studying nonhuman pri-
mates, although this is beginning to change (Brown & Slatterly, cited in Brown, 
1990; Bushnell & Bourdreau, 1993; Lockman, 2000; van Leeuwen, Smitsman, & 
van Leeuwen, 1994; Want & Harris, 2001). Representational thought and imitation 
have been two prominent themes in research on object use with children (e.g., 
Bates, 1979; Piaget, 1963; Want & Harris, 2000). A perception-action model shifts 
the focus to relational demands of the task and how the actor manages them. When 
individuals use an object as a tool, they coordinate multiple frames of reference 
between body and object, and object to surface, to produce the appropriate rela-
tions through action (Lockman, 2000). The tool user must monitor ongoing action 
and plan upcoming action. The body’s means of affecting action (e.g., grip prefer-
ences), properties of the tool (e.g., shape), desired object (e.g., weight), and spatial 
frame of reference must be ascertained. Proficiency in using an object as a tool is 
dependent on perceiving relevant affordances of objects and surfaces and execut-
ing combinatorial actions that are appropriate to the task, such as using an appro-
priate degree of force on an object at a particular moment in time (Cummins-
Sebree & Fragaszy, 2003) and bringing objects into proper spatial relation to one 
another (Lockman, 2000).  

Because perception and action are inextricably linked (Gibson, 1979, Gib-
son & Pick, 2000), the individual’s manipulative activity constrains the develop-
ment of using an object in a particular way. For example, certain common action 
routines applied in exploration (e.g., banging) allow children to learn about the 
relations among objects, actions, and surfaces (Lockman, 2000; Ruff, 1984). Chil-
dren who cannot execute certain movements with objects are less likely to dis-
criminate their physical properties, and thus, may not be able to use objects effec-
tively as tools. In contrast, those children whose actions enable the perception of 
information relevant to using objects as tools are at an advantage because they 
have a potentially broader array of object-action combinations available to them 
(Bushnell & Boudreau, 1993). Skill in tool use develops as action patterns build on 
one another, such as becoming hierarchically organized (e.g., infants learning to 
use a spoon, Connolly & Dalgleish, 1989; children using implements in handwrit-
ing, Greer & Lockman, 1998; infant baboons sponging liquid; Westergaard, 1993).  

Guided by a perception-action model, Cummins-Sebree (1999) conducted 
a series of experiments in which she presented capuchin monkeys with tasks re-
quiring use of hoe-like tools to maneuver a food treat across a platform. The design 
of the experiments allowed the author to determine how capuchins modulated their 
actions according to varying surface platform conditions (e.g., holes and barriers). 
Capuchins detected and moved objects past barriers on a surface, using a hoe tool, 
more easily than past holes on a surface. Barriers may be more visually salient than 
holes. Barriers also provide subjects with pronounced proprioceptive feedback 
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when the tool strikes the barrier compared to when it contacts the hole. Moreover, 
the actor can make repeated attempts at object retrieval when striking barriers with 
the tool, whereas with holes, an incorrect movement with the tool results in the 
object dropping into the hole and ending the trial. Two of the four capuchins in this 
study mastered using the hoe tool to retrieve the object from the other side of the 
hole, suggesting that, given the appropriate context and experience, capuchins can 
learn to avoid holes.  

This conclusion is quite different from the one reached by Visalberghi and 
Limongelli (1994). Visalberghi and Limongelli studied capuchins’ efforts to re-
trieve food from a tube containing a hole in the center (a “trap”). Three of the four 
capuchins tested were not able to avoid the trap; the fourth adopted an effective 
procedural rule that ignored the location of the trap. Visalberghi and Limonegelli 
concluded that capuchins did not understand the causal relations between the trap, 
movement of the food, and their actions with the stick used to push the food. Com-
paring the results of Visalberghi and Limongelli with those of Cummins-Sebree, 
points to the importance of considering contextual factors in capuchins’ mastery of 
problems. The literature documents the tendency of capuchin monkeys to display a 
variety of tool-using behaviors in captivity where the context supports this form of 
behavioral expression. In captive environments, materials (e.g., nuts, sponges, 
cups, blocks, sticks) are provided, and the animals can experiment with them with-
out the fear of predators and without the need to travel long distances to food sites. 
In the wild, tool use in capuchins is present, but infrequent (Boinski et al., 2003; 
Fragaszy et al., in press). 

Other studies examining the selection and use of objects as tools further il-
lustrate that nonhuman primates (capuchins, Cummins-Sebree, 1999, and tamarins, 
Hauser, 1997) are sensitive to physical properties of objects and surface features. 
In these experiments, capuchins and tamarins typically chose tools that resulted in 
solution of the task; however, capuchins occasionally chose tools that required re-
alignment to retrieve objects and succeeded with them, whereas tamarins did not 
attempt realigning the tool. The difference in performance between the two species 
of monkeys can be explained, at least in part, by considering each species’ manipu-
lative propensities. Capuchins are well-known for their destructive foraging tech-
niques, including pounding an object on a substrate to gain access to embedded 
foods (e.g., oysters, insects in woody substrates, and husked fruits, Fragaszy, Vis-
alberghi, & Fedigan, 2003). Tamarins, on the other hand, do not act on objects in 
this way. 

As the capuchins and tamarins could do, infants successfully used novel 
objects as hook tools in perceptually similar tasks (Chen, Sanchez, & Campbell, 
1997; Chen & Sielger, 2000). Lockman (2000) reports that three year-olds showed 
sensitivity to graphic tool and surface combinations. For instance, when presented 
with a liquid surface, children appropriately chose a paintbrush over a pencil. 
When provided with multiple tool objects at a time, children (age range 2-5 years) 
detected and utilized the affordances of objects and performed actions appropriate 
to solve tool tasks (Johnson-Pynn, 2003; see also Brown & Slattery, as cited in 
Brown, 1990, for similar results). Children tended to select and work with objects 
that had physical properties that were relevant to solving tasks, and their strategies 
contained action patterns that were necessary for success. For example, when try-
ing to obtain a stuffed toy that was out of reach, children selected tools that were 
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long rather than short and engaged in reaching and swiping more often than other 
movements. It was also common, however, for children to repeat actions with tool 
objects, even if the actions were ineffective. Sometimes these actions even contin-
ued after the experimenter called the children’s attention to the reason why their 
actions were ineffective. It is plausible that children continued their erroneous 
strategies because the physical act of repetition is a means by which they could 
discover more about the physical and relational properties of objects. Case (1985) 
speculates that motoric repetition is important for children to ascertain predictabil-
ity of an object-action sequence, regardless of its effectiveness in solving a prob-
lem. Actions are often repeated until consolidation of component actions is 
achieved. Thus, for young children, repeating actions with objects may be neces-
sary for skill acquisition (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976). It seems plausible that 
this interpretation could be extended to nonhuman individuals, whose behavioral 
repertoire with objects and surfaces also contains repetitive acts (Inoue & Matsu-
zawa, 1997; Takeshita, 1999; Takeshita et al., unpublished data).  

Consideration of the social factors that influence the development of in-
strumental manual activity and studying subjects in ecologically relevant contexts 
will further broaden our understanding of this dimension of behavior shared by 
humans and nonhumans. To appreciate fully tool use, it is important to examine 
the organization of manipulative abilities in conjunction with the social practices 
that encourage and facilitate the use of objects as tools (Reed, 1993). The individ-
ual’s sociocultural milieu contributes greatly to becoming proficient in the tech-
nology of one’s culture (Rogoff, 1990, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978). Children partici-
pate in routine cultural activities that provide a context whereby information about 
the properties and functions of objects is provided along with exploratory proce-
dures (Lockman & McHale, 1989; Rutkowska & Baines, 1997; von Hofsten & 
Siddiqui, 1993). Experienced and skilled individuals support novices by encourag-
ing participation and extending their skills in order to meet task requirements 
(Greenfield, 1984; Johnson-Pynn & Nisbet, 2002 ; Siegler, 2001). In much the 
same way as adults structure social interactions with children in the context of ob-
ject manipulation, Tomasello, Savage-Rumbaugh, and Kruger (1993) have pro-
posed that humans enculturate chimpanzees in rearing environments where chim-
panzees have extensive contact with their human caregivers in a variety of daily 
routines that involve objects. Tomasello et al. (1993) believe that the socialization 
of attention leads to an enhanced social cognitive orientation that has the effect of 
increasing enculturated chimpanzees’ social learning skills relative to mother-
reared chimpanzees, particularly their ability to learn via imitation (but see Bard & 
Gardner, 1996, for an alternative view).  

Gleaning affordance information that is relevant to tool use from others is 
especially prominent in human communities, but it has also been documented in 
several communities of wild chimpanzees (e.g., termite fishing in the Gombe 
Stream Reserve community, Goodall, 1986; nut cracking in the Bossou commu-
nity, Matsuzawa, 1994). Young chimpanzees engage in a variety of behaviors as 
they develop skill in using a hammer stone to crack open an oil palm nut on an an-
vil stone, including manipulating stones discarded by skilled conspecifics and lean-
ing the body against a conspecific while it is nut cracking. These behaviors support 
detection of the properties of the stones and nuts, and the temporal and force rela-
tions that must be incorporated for success. In contrast to chimpanzees, capuchin 
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monkeys appear to be less likely to learn specific actions that are necessary to 
solve a task, but do become intensely interested in the work site and rewards when 
conspecifics are working (Fragaszy & Adams-Curtis, 1991; Fragaszy & Visal-
berghi, 1989; see Fragaszy et. al, in press for a review). Similar interpretations 
have been offered in observations of monkeys in provisioned non-captive settings 
(e.g., Japanese macaques, Hirata, Wantanabe, & Kawai, 2001).  

Enhanced interest could support learning the basic association between the 
food site, tool, and reward. This is a distinction between knowing that a relation-
ship exists versus knowing how to enable that relationship and why particular ac-
tion-object assemblages are effective (Connolly & Dagleish, 1989; Lockman, 
2000). Just because individuals understand the relations involved in using a tool, it 
does not follow that they can execute the actions correctly; learning by seeing is 
distinguished from learning by doing (Rutkowska & Baines, 1997). For example, 
children often reproduce nonfunctional, or irrelevant, actions with objects along 
with functional ones, after observing a demonstrator (Carpenter, Nagell, & 
Tomasello, 1998; Whiten, Custance, Gomez, Teixidor, & Bard, 1996). Thus, nei-
ther nonhuman animals or human children are likely to learn how to use objects as 
tools simply by observing models. It is conceivable that learning about causal rela-
tionships in tool use may require hands-on manipulation (see also Want & Harris, 
2001), and we should be cautious in assuming that successful use of objects as 
tools reflects causal understanding (Visalberghi, Fragaszy, & Savage-Rumbaugh, 
1995; Povinelli, 2000). In any case, Vygotsky’s (1981) argument that the skills that 
individuals acquire are related to how they interact with others in problem solving 
situations is applicable in comparative investigations of tool use, among other 
types of problem solving. 

Taken together, these studies suggest that learning about the properties of 
objects and surfaces and the relations among objects, surfaces and actions lay the 
foundation for a contextual understanding of the causal relations inherent in skilled 
tool use. The socio-cultural setting impacts how and when this learning occurs. We 
should conceive of variability in individuals as a potentially rich source of infor-
mation about how children and nonhuman primates move towards more stable 
forms of tool use (Greer & Lockman, 1998) as well as other forms of problem-
solving (Granott & Parziale, 2002).  

 
Challenges in Conducting Comparative and Developmental Research 

 
In much of the research that compares nonhumans to humans (especially 

humans and nonhuman primates), there are developmental differences between the 
subject pools; comparisons of children to subadult and adult nonhumans are the 
standard scenario. In contemporary research, it is unusual to be able to track the 
emergence of cognitive abilities in humans and nonhumans from similar starting 
points (but see Takeshita, 1999). Comparisons of behavior in subjects of different 
species and ages should be interpreted carefully. Adult animals can solve some 
tasks where human children cannot and vice versa. Heterochrony is common in 
phylogenetically related species (Gould, 1977; Parker, Langer, & McKinney, 
2000). Thus, variations in task performance or an understanding of task require-
ments may be tied to different ontogenies of mental, physical, and social attributes, 
which even within the individual, do not progress at an invariant, stable pace. A 
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source of great controversy in developmental research has been the type of scale to 
employ. For example, temporal scales, such as the age of individuals, are not al-
ways appropriate variables in developmental research (Michel & Moore, 1995; 
Siegler, 2000) and may constrain our view of the developmental process by enforc-
ing a false dichotomy of development as continuous or discontinuous (Fisher & 
Pare-Blagoev, 2000). Additionally, given that there is no single developmental 
endpoint in cognition, we should be wary in assuming that adult cognition is the 
normative or correct standard. We have evidence that human adult decision mak-
ing and problem solving can differ cross-culturally, and is often wrought with bi-
ases (Coley, 2000). Technically speaking, expertise requiring particular abilities 
and skills can develop at any age. For example, some nonhuman primates (both 
adult and juvenile) develop various tool-using skills when provided with the op-
portunity, suitable objects, and motivation to develop the respective skill (e.g., us-
ing hammer stones to open a dense container with a highly desirable food encased 
in it). This same potential exists for young children. However, humans are the 
quintessential tool users; thus, it is difficult to find adult humans who are unskilled 
at the simpler tool use tasks typically provided to young children and nonhuman 
primates in experimental research.  

Despite these methodological considerations, we contend that comparisons 
of nonhumans with humans of any age are indeed instructive. They have the poten-
tial to enhance our understanding of the emergence and refinement of abilities and 
skills and may even prompt alternative explanations of behavior or developmental 
trends. However, comparing developmental sequences is only a small part of what 
we can gain by fortifying the bridges that connect comparative and developmental 
psychology. A much more profound benefit will come from intense focus on ex-
plaining the sources of variability in emergent patterns and developmental trajecto-
ries in different populations. 

For comparative and developmental psychologists to know only the psy-
chological conditions of behavior that are pertinent to their specialized fields pro-
duces myopic practices in methodology, and ultimately, interpretation of data. 
Psychological science is prone to provincialism within its parts as are other disci-
plines such as biology and ecology. To be a science is to be a part of science in 
relation to other parts (von Bertalanffy, 1968). As Karl Jaspers (1986, p. 369) 
points out, science “comprises a systematic whole in which everything is con-
nected with everything else.” If science concerns the unity of what can be known, 
then a particular science, including psychology, must necessarily be in contact with 
other sciences. Systems theories already have shown great promise in integrating a 
variety of scientific disciplines, including comparative and developmental psy-
chology (Lewis, 2000).  
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