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Abstract 

Working on the numerosity ability of the ant Myrmica sabuleti, we have already summarized 

for the readers’ convenience our previous papers in two successive publications. Since that 

time, we have produced six more papers on the subject, and we thought it was time to present 

a summary of them. These studies deal with the ants’ ability in expecting the following 

element in an arithmetic or a geometric sequence, as well as with the required similarity 

between visual cues and the maximum horizontal and vertical distance between such cues 

enabling the ants to mentally add them up. The experimental methods that were used in these 

studies are here only briefly reported and their most important results are concisely related, as 

the extended information can be found in these six papers here summarized. We present novel 

tables and figures for illustrating this synthesis. 

Keywords: adding, cognition, expectative behavior, Myrmica sabuleti, operant conditioning 

1. Introduction 

We have previously published sixteen research works on the numerosity capability of the 

workers of the ant Myrmica sabuleti Meinert, 1861, and for the readers’ convenience we 

moreover summarized them in two papers. A first one synthesized our nine first works on the 

subject (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2020d) and a second one the seven following works 

(Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2020e). Among the subjects examined in these sixteen studies on 

the workers of M. sabuleti, let us cite their acquisition of the notion of zero through 

experiences, their natively possession of a left to right oriented number line, their capability 

of adding numbers of elements, and their capability of acquiring symbolisms for numbers 
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including the zero and of using this symbolism for adding up numbers. In the meantime, 

other research showed that M. sabuleti workers can expect future occurrences on the basis of 

previous experienced events (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2016a, b). More recently, we 

published six more studies on the M. sabuleti numerosity ability and, for the readers’ 

convenience, we here synthesize them. These works deal successively with the ants’ 

expectation of the following and even the exact next element in an arithmetic and a geometric 

sequence, then with the required similarity, horizontal and vertical proximity of visual cues 

enabling the ants to add them up. Before presenting these last studies, we here below briefly 

report what is known as for these last topics in animal species other than M. sabuleti. 

Several animals are capable of prospective thinking. As examples, scrub jays can anticipate 

their need of food in response to a learned situation and independently of their present need 

(Raby et al., 2007; Correia et al., 2007). Great apes (bonobos, chimpanzees, and orangutans) 

can save tools for a future use (Osvath & Osvath, 2008). Kea parrots (Nestor notabilis) can 

also wait in favor of a preferred reward (Schwing et al., 2017). Such cognitive ability leans 

on episodic memory (Clayton & Dickinson, 1998). In mammals, the hippocampus has been 

shown to play an essential role for ensuring episodic memory (Suddendorf et al., 2009). This 

fore thinking requires memorizing past experienced events as well as, at the same time, their 

localization in the running time (Jozet-Alves, 2012). Concerning the invertebrates, let us cite, 

among others, the ability of bees trained to learn larger/smaller size rules to thereafter 

extrapolate such learned rules to novel stimulus sizes (Howard et al., 2017). Learning a 

sequence of numbers or of other elements has been observed in several animal species. See, 

for instance, the review of Kershenbaum et al. (2014) on acoustic communication and the 

work on sequential learning of visual patterns by honey bees (Collett et al., 1993). The ant 

Gigantiops destructor is also able to use sequential learning of the size of visual landmarks 

and to generalize the learned rules by interpolating the relative size of novel encountered 

landmarks (Beugnon & Macquart, 2016). On the basis of such information and of what we 

know about the M sabuleti workers’ expectative behavior, we looked, in three successive 

works, if they present some numerosity expectation.  

Concerning the adding ability of animals, this is acquired through three cognitive steps: 

discriminating amounts of elements, precisely assessing such amounts, and being able to add 

and subtract elements. Fishes and amphibians are at the first step (Agrillo et al., 2008; Rose, 

2018). Birds and mammals can count elements (Hunt et al., 2008; Peperberg & Gordon, 2005; 

Range et al., 2014: Woodruff & Premack, 1981). Some of them can make additions and 

subtractions of elements (e.g. Garland & Low, 2014; Rugani et al. 2009; Flombaum et al., 

2005). Honeybees can learn to add or to subtract one element to or from 1 to 5 ones (Howard 

et al., 2019). Workers of the ant M. sabuleti can add elements when seeing them 

simultaneously, not when seeing them consecutively (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2019a, b), 

but no further precision was known on the conditions required for them adding up cues. For 

increasing our knowledge on the subject, we examined, in three successive works, if M. 

sabuleti workers add only identical elements or also elements of different kinds, and what is 

the horizontal and vertical distance between two cues beyond which the ants no longer add 

the cues but act such as when they perceive them consecutively. 
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We thus here relate our six last works on the numerosity ability of the workers of the ant M. 

sabuleti, largely shortening our experimental protocols and results since they are thoroughly 

described in these six papers (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021a, b, c, d, e, f). 

2. Material and Methods 

2.1 Collection and Maintenance of Ants 

The ants were collected from Belgium, in the Aise valley (Ardenne), at Olloy-sur-Viroin 

(Ardenne), Marchin (Condroz) and Visé (Basse-Meuse). Each colony was maintained in 1 to 

3 glass tubes half filled with water, deposited in a tray which served as foraging area and in 

which food (sugar water and pieces of Tenebrio molitor larvae) was regularly provided. The 

lighting equaled 110 lux while not working on ants, and about 330 lux while caring of or 

experimenting on them. Humidity was ca 80%, temperature ca 20°C and the electromagnetic 

field 2µWm2. 

2.2 Cues Presented to the Ants 

The visual cues used were colored or black shapes tied on the front face (2 cm x 2 cm) of a 

stand build in strong white paper and provided with a duly folded base (2 cm x 0.5 cm) to 

ensure their vertical maintenance. The cues differed according to the conducted study. For the 

first one, the stands bore 1 to 5 blue or yellow circles (diameter = 0.2 cm) (Cammaerts & 

Cammaerts, 2021a). For the second study, the cues were 1 to 6 such circles (Cammaerts & 

Cammaerts, 2021b). For the third work, they were 1 to 6 blue or yellow squares with an area 

of 1, 2, 4, 8, 16, or 32 mm2 (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021c). For the fourth study, the cues 

were black squares, stars and triangles, or black, yellow and orange squares, or black 

parallelograms of different dimensions, or black squares differently located on the stand 

(Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021d). In the fifth work, we used black squares, circles, triangles, 

vertical rectangles, horizontal rectangles, and stars located from each other at a horizontal 

distance of 3.5, 4.0, 4.5, 5.0, 5.5 or 6.0 cm (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021e). The sixth 

work used black circles, squares, triangles, vertically oriented rectangles, horizontally 

oriented rectangles, crosses, stars, and the letter ‘Z’. These six cues were either lowly located, 

at a height of ca 3 – 5 mm, or highly located, at a vertical distance of 1.5, 2.0, 2.5, 3.0, 3.5, 

4.0, 4.5 or 5.0 cm above the lowly located cue (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021f). 

2.3 Ants’ Training and Testing 

Globally, the ants were trained in their foraging area, the cues to memorize being set near the 

nest entrance and/or the food which served as rewards. They were tested in a separate tray in 

front of several cues which differed according to what we were studying. This can be seen in 

Figures 1 to 6. 

During our first study, the ants were trained successively to 1, 2, 3 and 4 blue cues, or 

successively to 5, 4, 3, and 2 yellow cues, and were then tested in front of 1 to 5 blue or 

yellow cues respectively (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021a). During our second study, the 

ants were trained successively to 1, 2, 3 and 4 blue cues, or successively to 6, 5, 4, and 3 

yellow cues, and were then tested in front of 1 to 6 blue or yellow cues respectively 
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(Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021b). During our third study, the ants were trained to blue 

squares having successively an area of 1, 2, 4 and 8 mm2, or to yellow squares having 

successively an area of 32, 16, 8, and 4 mm2. They were then tested in front of respectively 

blue or yellow squares having an area of 1 to 32 mm2 (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021c). 

During our fourth study, the ants were trained to two cues having a different shape, color, size 

or location on a stand, and were then tested in front of, simultaneously, these two single cues, 

each on a distinct stand, and of their simultaneous presentation on a same stand, i.e. their 

addition (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021d). For making our fifth work, we trained the ants 

to two identical cues, presented each one on a stand, and being located at a horizontal 

distance equaling 3.5, 4.0, 4.5, 5.0, 5.5 or 6.0 cm. They were then tested in front of these two 

single cues, each on a distinct stand and, at the same time, of these two juxtaposed cues on 

the same stand, representing their addition (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021e). Our sixth 

work was made by training the ants to two identical cues presented each one on a stand, one 

of the cues being lowly located (at a height of 2-3 mm), the other one being more highly 

located, i.e. at a vertical distance of 1.5, 2.0, 2.5, 3.0, 3.5, 4.0, 4.5 and 5.0 cm from the lowly 

located cue. The ants were then tested in front of these two differently located cues, presented 

each one on a stand, and at the same time, in front of the two superimposed cues, i.e. 

presented together on a same stand (being thus added), their initial vertical distance being 

maintained (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2021f).  

2.4 Presentation of the Results, Statistical Analysis 

A look at Tables 1 to 6 allows a better understanding of the present subsection. They 

summarize the results of our six last published works. 

In these tables, we report (a) for the first three works, the conditioning scores reached by the 

trained ants, and the total numbers of ants sighted in front of the different cues presented 

during testing; (b) for the last three works, the total numbers of ants counted in front of the 

different cues presented during testing, for each three (fourth work) or each two (fifth and 

sixth works) used colonies. 

Concerning the statistical analysis of the results, we report the results of non-parametric χ² 

tests (Siegel & Castellan, 1989) made (a) for the first three works, between the numbers of 

ants recorded during testing (the observed data) and those expected if the ants randomly 

visited the different presented cues (first and second works: one testing session; third work: 

two testing sessions); (b) for the last three works, between the numbers of ants recorded 

during testing in front of the single presented cues and in front of the added, juxtaposed or 

superimposed ones. 

3. Results 

3.1 Expectation of a Following Number in an Arithmetic Sequence  

Numerical and statistical results are given in Table 1 and photos of the experiments can be 

seen in Figure 1. Two experiments were performed, a first one training the ants to, then 

testing them in front of an increasing arithmetic sequence, and a second one training the ants 
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to, then testing them in front of a decreasing arithmetic sequence. The trained and the tested 

ants similarly responded, with equivalent strength, during these two experiments. They duly 

acquired the conducted conditionings, and, during the tests in front of the four elements of the 

sequence presented during training plus the following element, they essentially responded to 

the latter. They could thus anticipate, fore think, the following element of an increasing and a 

decreasing arithmetic sequence. However, the two performed experiments did not allow 

affirming that the ants expected exactly the just next, and not any following, element of the 

sequence. Also, these experiments did not allow knowing if ants present such an expectative 

behavior only in the presence of the sequence or also in its absence. Therefore, to solve these 

two uncertainties, a second and a third works on the subject were undertaken (see below). 

Table 1. Examining if ants can expect the following number in an increasing or decreasing 

arithmetic sequence 

Increasing arithmetic sequence 

N° of circles to and days at 

which ants were conditioned 

Ants’ conditioning 

scores 

At day 9, ants’ responses to 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

simultaneously presented circles 

1 vs 0     days 1, 2 

2 vs 0     days 3, 4 

3 vs 0     days 5, 6 

4 vs 0     days 7, 8 

82.75% 

72.22% 

86.46% 

91.30% 

 to 1 : 8      to 2 : 4       to 3 : 9 

        to 4 : 14         to 5 : 77 

 

χ² = 119.22    df = 4     P < 0.001 

Decreasing arithmetic sequence 

N° of circles to and days at 

which ants were conditioned 

Ants’ conditioning 

scores 

At day 9, ants’ responses to 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

simultaneously presented circles 

5 vs 0     days 1, 2 

4 vs 0     days 3, 4 

3 vs 0     days 5, 6 

2 vs 0     days 7, 8 

80.63% 

70.45% 

82.65% 

83.20% 

  to 1 : 89    to 2 : 26     to 3 : 11 

         to 4 : 4          to 5 : 6 

 

χ² = 186.41    df = 4     P < 0.001 

The ants could expect a following number of the sequence, but since they were tested in the 

presence of only the next number of the sequence, a subsequent work was performed to 

defining their skill. 
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Figure 1. Some views of a first work on the ants’ expectation of a following number in an 

arithmetic sequence. A: design of the ants’ training (upper part) and testing (lower part). B: the 

ants trained to the increasing sequence ‘1 to 4 circles’ went mostly towards the 5 circles. C: the 

ants trained to the decreasing sequence ‘5 to 2 circles’ went mostly to the 1 circle.  

3.2 Correctly Incrementing the Last Number of an Arithmetic Sequence 

Numerical and statistical results are given in Table 2, and photos of the experiments are 

shown in Figure 2. Two experiments were conducted, one dealing with an increasing 

arithmetic sequence of numbers of elements, another with such a decreasing sequence. The 

results of these two experiments were in agreement with one another. Each time, the trained 

ants reached excellent scores, having thus learned and memorized the four successively 

presented numbers of elements. During the first experiment, when tested in front of the four 

(1 to 4) numbers of elements learned during training plus the two following ones (5, 6), the 

ants responded mostly to 5 elements, less to 6 elements and far less to 1 to 4 elements. During 

the second experiment, the ants tested in front of the four (6 to 3) elements presented during 

training plus the two following numbers (2, 1) of elements visited essentially the 2 elements, 

A 

B C 
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poorly the 1 element, and nearly not the 6 to 3 elements. All this was statistically significant. 

The ants have thus correctly incremented the last number of the sequence learned during their 

training, i.e. have added (first experiment) or subtracted (second experiment) one element to 

or from the last memorized number of elements. One of the problems stemming from the 

previous work (see above) was thus solved. It remained to examine if the ants presented such 

an exact expectative behavior either only in the presence of the sequence or also in its 

absence (the second problem stemming from the previous work). In addition, it remained to 

know if they also present such an expectative behavior faced with a geometric sequence. Our 

third work on the subject responded to these two questions (see below). 

Table 2. Examining if ants can exactly increment the last number in an increasing or decreasing 

arithmetic sequence 

Increasing arithmetic sequence 

N° of circles to and days at 

which ants were conditioned 

Ants’ conditioning 

scores 

At day 9, ants’ responses to 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

6 simultaneously presented circles 

1 vs 0     days 1, 2 

2 vs 0     days 3, 4 

3 vs 0     days 5, 6 

4 vs 0     days 7, 8 

81.0% 

74.8% 

80.2% 

84.8% 

   to 1 : 1      to 2 : 6     to 3 : 4 

   to 4 : 5    to 5 : 101     to 6: 15        

 

χ² = 345.5    df = 5     P < 0.001 

Decreasing arithmetic sequence 

N° of circles to and days at 

which ants were conditioned 

Ants’ conditioning 

scores 

At day 9, ants’ responses to 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

6 simultaneously presented circles 

6 vs 0     days 1, 2 

5 vs 0     days 3, 4 

4 vs 0     days 5, 6 

3 vs 0     days 7, 8 

91.6% 

80.9% 

86.6% 

88.8% 

  to 1 : 17     to 2 : 139    to 3 : 4 

    to 4 : 1    to 5 : 4     to  6 : 6 

 

χ² = 519.5     df = 5     P < 0.001 

The ants responded to the next and not to the still following number of each sequence. 
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Figure 2. Some views of the second work on the ants’ expectation of the exact following 

number of an arithmetic sequence. A: design of the ants’ training (upper part) and testing 

(lower part). B: the ants trained to the increasing sequence ‘1 to 4 circles’ went mostly to the 5 

circles and not to the six ones. C: the ants trained to the decreasing sequence ‘6 to 3 circles’ 

went mostly to the 2 circles and not to the 1 circle.  

3.3 Expectation of the Size of the Next Element in a Geometric Sequence 

Numerical results and statistical analysis are presented in Table 3 and photos of the 

experiments are shown in Figure 3. Two experiments were performed, one relative to an 

increasing geometric sequence of shapes, the other relative to such a decreasing sequence. 

Their results were fully in agreement with one another. Each time, the trained ants reached 

highly valuable conditioning scores. During the first experiment, when tested in front of the 

four shapes of increasing area (1 to 8 mm2) plus the two following ones (areas of 16 and 32 

mm2), these six shapes being presented in their correct sequential order, the ants went mostly 

to the shape having an area of 16 mm2 and far less to the other shapes, and this preference 

was statistically significant. They could thus correctly increment the last element of the 

learned increasing geometric sequence. When tested in front of the six shapes randomly 

located (i.e. in the absence of the sequence), the ants did not correctly respond, but randomly 

A 

B 
C 
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visited the six shapes. During the second experiment, the ants tested in front of the four 

shapes of decreasing area (32 to 4 mm2) seen during training plus the two following ones 

(areas of 2 and 1 mm2), these six shapes being randomly located, the ants randomly visited 

the six shapes, i.e. they did not increment the last element of the learned sequence. When 

tested in front of the same six shapes ranked in their correct decreasing order, i.e. in front of 

the sequence, the ants responded statistically far more to the shape having an area of 2 mm2 

and very poorly to the other shapes. Thus, the ants could correctly increment the last element 

of the learned decreasing geometric sequence, but did so only in the presence of the sequence. 

This third work on the subject solved the previous emerged problems (see above). 

Table 3. Examining if ants can expect the size of the following element in a geometric 

increasing or decreasing sequence 

Area of the squares to 

which and days at 

which ants were trained 

Ants’ 

conditioning 

scores 

At day 9, ants’ response to squares with an area of 1 

to 32 mm2 of surface simultaneously presented 

either sequentially (s) or randomly (r) 

1 mm2  days 1, 2 

2 mm2  days 3, 4 

4 mm2  days 5, 6 

8 mm2  days 7, 8 

91.43% 

74.04% 

83.67% 

84.76% 

(s) to 1: 11  2: 6  4: 9   8: 6   16: 71   32: 5 

χ²=188.7,df=5,<0.001;16vs32:χ²=57.3,df=1,<0.001 

(r) to 2: 13  1: 22  16: 21  4: 13  32: 16  8: 11 

χ²=6.25, df=5,P~0.25; 16vs32:χ²=0.67,df=1,~0.50 

32 mm2  days 1, 2 

16 mm2  days 3, 4 

8 mm2  days 5, 6 

4 mm2  days 7, 8 

88.11% 

70.16% 

87.78% 

87.10% 

(s) to 32: 10   16: 9  8: 17  4: 5  2: 95   1: 1 

χ²=279.4,df=5,<0.001;2vs1:χ²=92.04,df=1,<0.001 

(r) to 1: 28  16: 12  4: 11  32: 15  2: 18  8: 11 

χ²=13.59,df=5,P<0.025; 1vs2:χ²=2.16,df=1,~0.20 

The ants correctly responded to the element having the next area value, but only in the presence 

of the sequence. 
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Figure 3. Some views of the experiments made to examine the ants’ ability to expect the size of 

the next element in an increasing or a decreasing geometric sequence. A: experimental design 

used to train the ants (above, on the left), test them in the course of their training (below) and 

test them at day 9 (above, on the right). B: response of the ants to the elements of an increasing 

sequence. 1, orderly presented: the ants went mostly to the just next element of the sequence 

and not to the still following one; 2, randomly presented: the ants did not go to the correct next 

element of the sequence. C: response of the ants to the elements of a decreasing sequence. 1, 

orderly presented: they mostly visited the just next (= correct) element of the sequence; 2, 

randomly presented: they did not go to the correct next element of the sequence. 

A 

B 1 B 2 

C 1 C 2 
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3.4 Cues of Different Kinds Were Not Added 

Table 4. Examining if ants add elements of different shapes, colors, sizes or locations. 

Difference between cues 

Statistical analysis 

n° of ants in front of each cue, of added ones and of a blank paper 

       colony A      ;      colony B      ;      colony C 

DDiiffffeerreenntt  sshhaappee  

  

χ² on n° in front of one of 

the cues vs added cues 

χ² on n° in front of the 

other cue vs added cues 

 each / added / blank;  each / added / blank;  each / added / blank 

99 197 /  55  /  9  ; 166 131 / 20  /  8   ;  97 204 / 17  /  6 

χ² = 247.11, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 

χ² = 310.26, df = 1, P < 0.001 

DDiiffffeerreenntt  ccoolloorr  

  

χ² on n° in front of one of 

the cues vs added cues 

χ² on n° in front of the 

other cue vs added cues 

 each / added / blank;  each / added / blank;  each / added / blank 

151 173 / 27  / 10  ; 121 112 /  3  /  11  ; 168 144 / 33  /  3 

χ² = 268.43, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 

χ² = 258.28, df = 1, P < 0.001 

DDiiffffeerreenntt  ssiizzee  

  

χ² on n° in front of one of 

the cues vs added cues 

χ² on n° in front of the 

other cue vs added cues 

 each / added / blank;  each / added / blank;  each / added / blank 

165 179 / 37  /  8  ; 158 186 / 29  /  5   ; 195 168 / 12  /  11 

χ² = 320.18, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 

χ² = 338.83, df = 1, P < 0.001 

DDiiffffeerreenntt  llooccaattiioonn  

  

χ² on sum of n° in front of 

the single cues vs n° in 

front of added cues 

 each / added / blank;  each / added / blank;  each / added / blank 

19  25  / 213 /  18 ;  6  39  / 217 /  23  ; 36  33 / 233  /  2 

χ² = 310.63, df = 1, P < 0.002 

 

The ants mentally added only cues which were differently located, and not those which differed 

by their shape, color or size. 
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Figure 4. Views of the experiments made to know if ants add elements of different shapes, 

colors, sizes or locations. Upper photo: example of ants’ training. Lower photos: four examples 

of ants’ testing. The ants did not add elements of different shapes, colors or sizes, but well 

added elements differently located (= they reacted more to their addition).    

Numerical results and statistical analysis are given in Table 4 and photos of the experiments 

can be seen in Figure 4. Four experiments have been performed. During the first one, the ants 

were trained to two cues of different shapes, i.e. to a black square and to a black circle, star or 

triangle. When tested in front of each of these two cues and of their juxtaposition on a same 

stand (= of their addition), the ants went mostly to each single cue and very poorly to the 

added cues, a choice which was highly significant. Consequently, the ants did not add visual 

cues of different shapes. During the second experiment, the ants were trained to two cues of 

different colors, i.e. to a black cue and to a yellow, green or orange one. Tested in front of 

each of the two single cues used during training and to their juxtaposition on a same stand (= 

to their addition), the ants visited far more often each single cue than the added cues, and this 

was statistically significant. It could thus be concluded that the ants did not add cues of 

different colors. In the course of the third experiment, the ants were trained to two cues of 

different sizes, i.e. to a large square and to a small one, a vertical rectangle or a horizontal 

rectangle, the area of which equaled respectively ¼, ½, ½ that of the large square. When 

confronted to each of the two single cues seen during training and to their juxtaposition on a 

same stand (= to their addition), the ants reacted mostly to each single cue and only very little 

to the added cues. This was highly significant. Thus, the ants did not add visual cues of 

different sizes. During the fourth experiment, the ants were trained to two cues differently 

located on their stand, i.e. highly or lowly located as well as located on the left or on the right 

of the stand. When tested in front of the two single differently located cues and of their 

juxtaposition on a same stand (= of the addition), the ants went far more often to the added 

different shape different color 

different size different location 
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cues than to each single one, what was highly significant. Consequently, the ants added 

identical cues differently located on a stand measuring 2 cm x 2 cm. At this stage of our study, 

it remained to define the maximum horizontal and vertical distance between cues for enabling 

ants to add them up. This was the aim of our two last works (see below). 

3.5 Maximum Horizontal Distance Between Visual Cues Until Which Ants Mentally Add 

Them Up 

Table 5. Defining the maximum horizontal distance between two visual cues beyond which the 

ants no longer add them up 

Cue 

Distance 

N° of ants counted in front of 

   one    added    and blank cues 

χ² tests on total n° of ants sighted in front 

of the single vs the added cues 

square 

3.5 cm 

circle 

4.0 cm 

triangle 

4.5 cm 

rectangle:│ 

5.0 cm 

rectangle:— 

5.5 cm 

star 

6.0 cm 

     colony A     /      colony B 

83   312   87    /  88  363   78 

     colony C     /      colony D 

106  365   60    /  50  217   26 

     colony A     /     colony B 

109   243   15   /  120  284  15 

     colony C     /     colony D     

227   249   14   /  162  142   5 

     colony A     /     colony B 

263   185   32   /  327  140  36 

     colony C     /     colony D 

385    93   19   /  240   89  17 

 

χ² = 300.25, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 

χ² = 266.68, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 

χ² = 117.46, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 

χ² = 0.005, df = 1, 0.98 < P < 0.99 

 

χ² = 72.02, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 

χ² = 251.18, df = 1, P < 0.001 

The critical distance equals thus 5 cm. 

 

Numerical results and statistical analysis are presented in Table 5 and photos of the 

experiments are shown in Figure 5. Six experiments were performed. Each time, the ants of 

two colonies were trained to two identical cues (a square, a circle, a triangle, a vertical 

rectangle, a horizontal rectangle, and a star for the experiments I to VI respectively) set from 

one another at a horizontal distance of 3.5 cm, 4.0 cm, 4.5 cm, 5.0 cm, 5.5 cm and 6.0 cm, for 

the experiments I to VI respectively. Over their 72 training hours, the ants were tested six 

times in front of single cues identical to those presented during training, of two such added 

cues (= presented on the same stand) and of a blank stand. When the distance between the 

two cues presented during training equaled 3.5 cm, 4.0 cm, 4.5 cm (experiments I, II, III 
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respectively), the ants went statistically mostly to the added cues. When the distance between 

the two cues presented during training equaled 5.0 cm (experiment IV), the ants went nearly 

equally to the two added cues and to the single one. When the distance between the two cues 

presented during training equaled 5.5 cm or 6.0 cm (experiments V and VI respectively), the 

ants preferentially went to the single cue, thus no longer adding the cues. Consequently, 5.0 

cm is the critical horizontal distance between visual cues until which M. sabuleti ants add up 

the cues and beyond which they no longer add them up but act such as they perceived the 

cues consecutively.  

 

 

 

  

  

 

Figure 5. Some photos of experiments made to define the maximum horizontal distance 

between two visual cues beyond which the ants no longer add them up. Upper photos: two 

examples of ants’ training. Lower photos: examples of ants’ testing in front of a single cue, of 

two such added cues and of a blank cue, while the two single cues had been presented during 

training with a horizontal distance of 3.5, 4.0, 4.5, 5.0, 5.5 or 6.0 cm between them. The ants 

added the cues which were presented at a distance of 3.5 to 4.5 from one another during 

training, equally reacted to the added and the single cue when the cues were set at a distance of 

5.0 cm from one another during training, and no longer added the cues (= reacted to the single 

cue) when the distance between the cues was 5.5 and 6.0 cm during training. The researched 

maximum distance equals thus 5.0 cm.  

 

 

distance = 4 cm 

 

distance = 5.5 cm 

 

3.5 cm 4.0 cm 4 .5 cm 

5.0 cm 5.5 cm 6.0 cm 
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3.6 Maximum Vertical Distance Between Visual Cues Until Which the Ants Mentally Add 

Them Up 

It has been previously shown that the ants’ sensitivity to a horizontal and a vertical change of 

orientation of a linear segment differed (Cammaerts, 2008). Therefore, the maximum vertical 

distance between visual cues still enabling the ants to mentally add them up may differ from 

the maximum horizontal distance. A last reported work aimed thus to define this potentially 

different vertical distance (see below). 

Table 6. Defining the maximum vertical distance between two visual cues beyond which the 

ants no longer add them up 

Cue 

Distance 

N° of ants seen in front of the  

low  high  superimposed cues 

  χ² tests on total n° of ants sighted in front 

of the low or high vs the superimposed cues 

circle 

1.5 cm 

square 

2.0 cm 

triangle 

2.5 cm 

rectangle│ 

3.0 cm 

rectangle— 

3.5 cm 

cross 

4.0 cm 

star 

4.5 cm 

Z 

5.0 cm 

   colony A         colony B 

25   65  204   28  84   321 

   colony C         colony D 

22  87   284  25  103   290 

   colony A         colony B 

12   68   235   13  89   304 

   colony C         colony D 

 7   64   265    27  91  283 

   colony A        colony B 

41  127  228  93  198  285 

   colony C         colony D 

62  171  130   112  235 152 

   colony A         colony B 

103 181  148  113  243  158 

   colony C         colony D 

88   193   38   138  278 86         

low:  χ² = 385.44, df = 1, P < 0.001 

high: χ² = 211.19, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 low:  χ² = 447.23, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 high: χ² = 193.01, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 low:  χ² = 468.44, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 high: χ² = 209.66, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 low:  χ² = 453.94, df = 1, P < 0.001 

 high: χ² = 219.70, df = 1, P < 0.001   

 low:  χ² = 222.00, df = 1, P < 0.001 

     high:  χ² = 42.18,  df = 1, P < 0.001 

     low:  χ² = 25.58,  df = 1, P < 0.001 

     high:  χ² = 22.35,   df = 1, P < 0.001  

     low:  χ² = 15.52,  df = 1, P < 0.001 

     high: χ² = 19.07,   df = 1, P < 0.001 

low: χ² = 297.26, df = 1, P < 0.001 

high: χ² = 101.35, df = 1, P < 0.001 

The critical distance equals thus 4 cm.  

Numerical results and statistics are given in Table 6 and photos are shown in Figure 6. Eight 

experiments were performed. For each of these experiments, the ants of two colonies were 

trained to two identical cues (a circle, a square, a triangle, a vertical rectangle, a horizontal 

rectangle, a cross, a star, a letter ‘Z’ for the experiments I to VIII respectively) set side by side 
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near the nest entrance, one cue being lowly located (at a height of 1-3 mm), the other one 

being highly located, at a vertical distance from the lowly located cue of 1.5, 2.0, 2.5, 3.0, 3.5, 

4.0, 4.5, 5.0 cm respectively for the experiments I to VIII. Over 72 training hours, the ants 

were tested in front of the lowly located cue, the highly located cue and the two 

superimposed cues, the height at which the cues had been presented during training being 

maintained. It was checked that the ants could perceive the most highly presented cue, and 

this pointed out a perfect agreement between the work in course and another previous one 

(Cammaerts, 2004). When the vertical distance between the two presented cues equaled 1.5 

cm to 3.5 cm (experiments I to V respectively), the ants significantly went mostly towards the 

superimposed cues, adding thus mentally the two single cues. When the vertical distance 

between the two presented cues equaled 4.0 cm and 4.5 cm (experiments VI and VII), the 

ants significantly went mostly to the highly located cue and less often to the superimposed 

cues, thus no longer adding the cues, though they did not go more often to the lowly located 

cue than to the superimposed ones. When the vertical distance between the two presented 

cues equaled 5.0 cm (experiment VIII), the ants went more to the highly and the lowly 

located single cues than to the superimposed cues, thus not adding the two cues, and this was 

statistically significant. The researched vertical maximum distance between cues until which 

ants add up the cues equals thus 4 cm. In addition, during each experiment, the ants better 

reacted to the highly than to the lowly located cue. In fact, due to the morphology of their 

eyes and the location of their eyes on their head, the ants better see what is above them than 

what is in front of them (Rachidi et al., 2008). 
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Figure 6. Some photos of the experiments made to define the maximum vertical distance 

between two visual cues beyond which M. sabuleti ants no longer add them up. Upper photos: 

two examples of ants’ training. Lower photos: examples of ants’ testing in front of each of the 

two single cues and of the two superimposed cues, the two single cues having been presented 

during training with a vertical distance between them equaling 1.5, 2.0, 2.5, 3.0, 3.5 or 5.0 cm. 

The ants added the cues presented at a distance of 1.5 to 3.5 cm from one another, and no longer 

the cues presented at a distance of 4.0 to 5.0 cm from one another. The critical distance equals 

thus 4.0 cm. 

4. Discusion 

We have thus shown that the workers of the ant M. sabuleti can expect the following element 

in an increasing or decreasing arithmetic or geometric sequence only when in presence of the 
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sequence, and have defined the physical conditions enabling these ants to add up numbers of 

elements, i.e. the elements must be of the same shape, color and size, and located from one 

another at a distance not larger than 5 cm horizontally and 4 cm vertically. These findings 

enlarge our knowledge of the ants’ cognitive abilities. 

The here shown ants’ expectative behavior about a sequence did not require complex thinking; 

it is simply issued from conditioning (associative learning), together with the sense of 

running time and numerosity ability (Lind, 2018; Enquist et al., 2016). In fact, these insects 

behave always staying at a concrete level, never reaching an abstract one. Also, let us remark 

that, when ants just count elements, they are not markedly affected by the characteristics of 

the elements to count (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2020c). They take these characteristics into 

account only for adding elements.  

The ants’ behavior here observed could be useful for their daily life in the wild. Fore thinking 

future potential events is advantageous, as it prepares to face future events. It is advantageous 

to do so only when the environmental conditions remain (i.e., in the present experiments, 

when being in the presence of the sequence of elements) and not when these conditions no 

longer exist. Adding only identical elements and not different ones, as well as elements 

located rather near from one another and not those located far from each other, is exactly 

what is required for easily, correctly and rapidly navigating, going to food sites, and coming 

back to the nest. 

Myrmica sabuleti ants may acquire the here revealed expectative behavior in the course of 

their second year of life, through experienced events, in the same way as they acquire, among 

others, temporal learning, expectation of the following food delivery, self recognition, and the 

notion of zero (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2015c, 2015b, 2020b). The young ants do not yet 

detain these cognitive abilities. In fact, some of the ants’ abilities are innate, e.g. having a left 

to right oriented number line (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2020a), some ones are acquired 

through imprinting, e.g. knowing the appearance of the front face of their congeners, and 

other ones are learned in the presence of older congeners, e.g. alarm reaction and trail 

following (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 2015a). All this looks like what exists in vertebrates 

(birds, mammals) which have high-level cognitive abilities (Pearce, 2005). 

Myrmica sabuleti ants see better what is highly located than what is lowly located. This is 

due to their eyes’ morphology and the location of their eyes on the head (Rachidi et al., 2008). 

The limit of the ants’ vertical visual perception depends on their subtended angle of vision. 

As an example, Myrmica ruginodis Nylander, 1846 workers have a smaller angle of vision 

than M. sabuleti workers (Cammaerts, 2004), and therefore can distinguish small luminous 

points located above them (Cammaerts, 2008). They nest under branches, use cues located in 

the canopy, and use celestial cues during the night (Cammaerts, 2012). 

We have recently shown that the workers of the ant M. sabuleti can associate visual cues as 

well as odors with the time period of occurrence of these elements (Cammaerts & Cammaerts, 

unpublished data). It may thus be possible that M. sabuleti workers can also associate a given 

number of elements with its time period of occurrence. Also, these ants add numbers of 

elements when they see them simultaneously. What is the delay, i.e. the maximum time 
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interval between the sight of two numbers (or numerosities), enabling these ants to still add 

them up? These two raised questions will be the aim of future research. 

In the introduction section, we showed that M. sabuleti workers’ numerosity abilities are in 

agreement with those observed in other animal species. Even more so, these abilities are 

found in humans at a much higher level. Humans also expect or try to expect what will occur 

in the future on the basis of previous experienced events, doing so for numerous topics, e.g. 

for money (probably the most concerned topic), work, holidays, health caring and travelling. 

Like ants, humans consider as a whole the elements whose characteristics do not differ and 

which are perceived simultaneously. As a matter of fact, some aspects of the ants’ behavior 

are also present in other animal species, including humans, but in them, these capabilities 

reach a much higher level of complexity. Using ants as biological models allows studying 

these capabilities more easily, basically, rapidly, and with less ethical considerations. 

5. Conclusion 

The numerosity capabilities detained by the ant M. sabuleti have been studied through 16 

works summarized in Cammaerts & Cammaerts (2020d, e) and 6 more recent works 

summarized in this article (expectation of the next element in an arithmetic and geometric 

sequence; adding up elements when they are of the same kind and located from each other at 

maximally 5 cm horizontally and 4 cm vertically). Two questions remain to be resolved: can 

ants associate numbers of elements with their time period of occurrence, and what is the 

maximum temporal delay (i.e. the time interval) between the ants’ perception of two numbers 

enabling them to still add up these numbers? On the basis of what we know about the ants’ 

biology and abilities, and even if a priori their skills seem very efficient, the ants always 

behave, react, and learn at a concrete level, i.e. they never reach abstraction. The ants’ 

abilities we studied appear to have the characteristics required for efficiently performing 

social tasks such as navigating, collecting food, and relocating the nest. From our studies it 

appears that ants are good biological models for examining cognitive abilities at low cost, 

with large samples, and with little ethical consideration. 
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