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Press release - April 142020

Horses, experts in facial recognition

Up until now, people believed horses were able to recognise them mainly through their odour, voice
or behaviour. Researchers from Physiology of Reproduction and Behaviour unit (INRAE, IFCE, CNRS,
Tours University) recently demonstrated that they are, in fact, capable of recognising people simply
by looking at a picture of their face. Moreover, they can remember a person’s face months after having
seen it. These results were published in Scientific Report on April 14 2020.

Using a touchscreen, eleven horses participated in a face recognition test developed by the researchers. The horses
approached the screen voluntarily and launched the test with a touch of their nose. At each trial, two images appeared
simultaneously on the screen: the picture of a familiar face and that of a stranger. Whenever they touched the image of
the face they knew, the animals would receive a reward. The participants rapidly understood the rules of the game.
Researchers then began showing faces of people the horses had met over six months prior to the test, which the animals
had no problem recognising. These results demonstrate that horses have advanced face recognition capacities. Would
human beings be able to point out animals they saw months ago by simply looking at a picture?

This new knowledge on domestic ungulates indicates sophisticated socio-cognitive skills and it should be taken into
account in our everyday interactions with them. Moreover, these results raise new ethical issues in regards to human
behaviour towards equines, particularly in terms of breeding, and the relation between breeders and their animals.

In regards to the methodology, the study confirms that horses are capable of using computer-controlled screens and
that they can understand the nature of figurative 2-dimensional images—an interesting skill on its own. Tests in which
animals are placed in front of a screen and shown real life images or films are currently being carried out; these
promising tools will allow researchers to assess several other cognitive skills on the same species in the near future.



Horses are able to spontaneously recognise the faces of people they meet throughout their lives, even after a few months. (© Céline
Parias)
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Created on January 1, 2020, the French National Research Institute for Agriculture, Food, and Environment (INRAE) is a major player
in research and innovation. INRAE carries out targeted research and resulted from the merger of INRA and IRSTEA. Itis a community
of 12,000 people with 268 research, experimental research, and support units located in 18 regional centres throughout France.
Internationally, INRAE is among the top research organisations in the agricultural and food sciences as well as in the plant and
animal sciences. It also ranks 11" globally in ecology and environmental science. It is the world's leading research organisation
specialising in agriculture, food, and the environment. INRAE's main goal is to be a key player in the transitions necessary to address
major global challenges. Faced with a growing world population, climate change, resource scarcity, and declining biodiversity, the
institute is developing solutions that involve multiperformance agriculture, high-quality food, and the sustainable management of
resources and ecosystems.
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