Brain size v body size: ‘There is no single evolutionary path to a bigger brain’

Over nearly 200 million years of mammal evolution... researchers have shown that brain size is actually
secondary to body size. Their research also shows that there are many different evolutionary paths to
having a big brain.

Prof. Anjali Goswami, a Research Leader at the Natural History Museum and an author of the study,
explains ‘A lot of the time where it looks like brain size in increasing, it's actually not that brains are getting
bigger, but evolution is acting to decrease body size.’

Habitat, diet, reproduction and metabolism all impact body size and may be more consequential for
survival compared to cognition and intelligence.
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Over evolutionary time, ‘big-brained’ mammals including humans, dolphins and elephants have attained
their proportions in different ways.

Elephants have increased their body size but, perhaps surprisingly, continued to increase their brain size
even more.

Great apes, such as chimpanzees and gorillas, show a wide variety of body sizes, with a general trend
towards increases in both brain and body size.

In comparison, ancestral hominins (which represent our own evolutionary history), showed a relative
decrease in body size and increase in brain size compared to other great apes. This suggests that
cognition was likely a factor in driving brain size evolution of our species.
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