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2000sEditor’s note: This article is more than a year old. Humans can no longer be fooled by

songbirds, scientists have shown. A study published this week in the journal Current Biology reveals
that humans have a particular response when certain songs are played back to them. The researchers

used systems to mimic the process of listening to and watching a bird sing. “Humans and other
species are fundamentally tuned to the physical properties of the environment,” said study author
Daniël Lakens, a psychologist at KU Leuven in Belgium. “We’re very good at detecting sounds, at
listening to the nature of the sounds around us.” Scientists have long believed that while humans

perceive birdsong differently from other sounds, they still have an instant reaction to it — a musical
response, Lakens said. “Listening to something is a basic form of categorizing information,” Lakens

said. “So while the birdsong is processed in a different way, it triggers a very specific response.”
Testing conditions Scientists wanted to see whether that assumption held true under conditions that

mimicked what birds experience. To do that, the team built a system that would play them
recordings of a song in different ways, and asked humans to judge whether the new noises were real

or not. The researchers observed how reaction times changed depending on how different the
sounds were from the original birdsong. In one experiment, which involved playing back the song,
the scientists added a specific set of sounds to the birdsong, which they called “modulations.” They

reasoned that if a songbird was singing in the presence of certain noises, for example, it could
change its song to conceal them. Lakens and his colleagues wanted to see if people would recognize

those modulations as fake when played back to them. A second experiment compared reaction
times when listening to the birdsong without any modulation, or with different types of modulation,
for one second, then stopping it. The scientists found that humming was much faster than any of the

other types of modulations they tested. This ‘humming
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