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Where !ere’s More
There’s always new improbable — it’s not what you expect! —  

stuff on the Improbable Research blog at IMPROBABLE.COM

SUBSCRIBERS please note:
We have been encountering intolerable technical problems with the 
company that has until now been processing subscriptions the past ten years. 
We are in the process of moving the magazine subscription-handling to a 
different company, one that is staffed by human beings. We will keep you 
posted (by email) when the move is imminent. Thank you (we are sorry to 
have to say so many times, here in the vexed year 2025) for your patience!
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Improbable theories, experiments, and conclusions
compiled by Evelyn Good, Improbable Research sta!

Ants Versus Humans: 
Puzzling
"Comparing Cooperative Geometric 
Puzzle Solving in Ants Versus 
Humans," Tabea Dreyer, Amir Haluts, 
Amos Korman, and Ofer Feinerman, 
Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences, vol. 122, no. 1, 2024, 
article e2414274121. The authors, at the 
Weizmann Institute, Israel, report:

Testing whether collective cognition 
exceeds that of the individual is 
often impractical.... One exception 
is the problem of navigating large 
loads through complex environments 
and toward a given target. People 
and ants stand out in their ability 
to efficiently perform this task not 
just individually but also as a group. 
This provides a rare opportunity 
to empirically compare problem-
solving skills and cognitive traits 
across species and group sizes. 
Here, we challenge people and ants 
with the same 'piano-movers' load 
maneuvering puzzle and show that 
while ants perform more efficiently 
in larger groups, the opposite is true 
for humans. We find that although 
individual ants cannot grasp the 
global nature of the puzzle, their 
collective motion translates into 
emergent cognitive skills.

Detail from the study "Comparing Cooperative 
Geometric Puzzle Solving in Ants Versus Humans."
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Induced Toe Confusion in Healthy Humans
"Tactile Toe Agnosia and Percept of a 'Missing Toe' in Healthy Humans," Nela Cicmil, 
Achim P. Meyer, and John F. Stein, Perception, vol. 45, no. 3, 2016, pp. 265-280. The 
authors, at the University of Oxford, UK, and Humboldt University, Germany, report:

We demonstrate a directional disturbance in tactile identification of the toes in 
healthy humans. Nineteen young adult participants underwent tactile stimulation of 
the digits with the eyes closed and verbally reported the identity of the stimulated 
digit. In the majority of individuals, responses to the second and third toes were 
significantly biased toward the laterally neighboring digit. The directional bias 
was greater for the nondominant foot and was affected by the identity of the 
immediately preceding stimulated toe. Unexpectedly, 9/19 participants reported the 
subjective experience of a "missing toe" or "missing space" during the protocol.

Putting Odors on the Map
"Odor Inspection System," U.S. patent 
#8321156B2, Charles M. McGinley, 
November 27, 2012. (Thanks to 
Michele Liguori for bringing this to our 
attention.) The inventor explains:

[O]dor inspection data of a site, as 
compiled by the observer or tester, 
is entered into an electronic database 
and selected odor inspection data 
from the database is electronically 
combined with a visual map of an 
area in the vicinity of the site for 
visually displaying odor inspection 
information of the site.

As a further feature of the invention, 
some of the data in the database 
is transformed into symbols for 
placing on the visual map to assist 
in providing the observer with a 
better overall view of the pattern and 
strength of the odorous air.

Detail from the study "Tactile Toe Agnosia and 
Percept of a 'Missing Toe' in Healthy Humans."

Nela Cicmil, lead author of the study 
"Tactile Toe Agnosia and Percept of 
a 'Missing Toe' in Healthy Humans." 

Drawing by Nan Swift.

Detail from U.S. patent #8321156B2
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