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The two most established model systems for the study of complexity in animal communication are nonhuman primates and song birds. While these may seem obvious choices, both lack key features associated with complexity that
are present in other animals. Bird song lacks semantics in the sense of utterances referring to objects in the external
world. Primates show syntax and reference in their calls, but lack the ability to copy novel sounds. We should therefore look further afield for cases combining vocal learning, syntax, reference and other advanced cognitive skills to
further comparative communication studies. The bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) is such a case. Bottlenose
dolphins use vocal learning and reference in the development and use of signature whistles that help to maintain
group cohesion and social relationships. In my laboratory, we could show that each animal invents its own unique
frequency modulation pattern that is used in separation contexts. Other animals learn to understand and to mimic
this pattern and can use it to address the whistle inventor. When meeting at sea, dolphins exchange signature whistles before joining, while copying occurs primarily in a search context, often in the form of signal matching interactions. In my talk, I will explore how these skills compare to vocal matching in bird song and vocal labelling in parrots.
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