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Can you help me? Using others to offload cognition
Kristy Armitage

The University of Queensland, Brisbane, QLD, Australia

Jonathan Redshaw
University of Queensland, St Lucia, Queensland, Australia

Abstract

One of the most ancient and universal forms of cognitive offloading is the outsourcing of cognitive operations onto
other humans. We explored mechanisms underlying this ability by designing a novel computerised memory task where
participants memorised target locations and recalled them after a brief delay. Next, they watched two virtual people
compete in another memory game, where one demonstrated a reliable memory, and the other demonstrated an unreliable
memory. Finally, participants completed the initial memory task again, with either the reliable-memory or unreliable-
memory person being available to help with recall on each trial. Through observation and without direct instruction,
participants acquired beliefs about the virtual people’s cognitive proficiencies and could readily draw upon these beliefs
to inform offloading decisions. Participants were more likely to seek help from the reliable-memory person, and this
tendency interacted with factors known to drive cognitive offloading more generally, like task difficulty and unaided
cognitive ability.
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