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Ho rses  (Equus caballus) are  soc ia l  prey  anima l s  that  have  been  domes t i ca ted  fo r  mo re  
than  5000  years.  In  recen t  years,  stud ies  have  been  made  to  assess  thei r  abi l i t y  to  
unde rs tand  human  po in t i n g  cues,  fo l l o w i n g  sim i l a r  inves t i g a t i o n s  in  dogs,  pr i ma tes,  
and  othe r  anima l s.  Resu l t s  ind i ca te  that  horses  pic k  up  on  human  cues  to  a stat is t i c a l l y  
sign i f i c a n t  degree,  rel y i n g  on  gaze,  di rec t i o n  of  atten t i o n,  and  human  cues.

A  pi l o t  study  (McK i n l e y  and  Samb r o o k ,  2000) tested  4 horses  for  the i r  abi l i t y  to  use  
human- gi ven  manua l  and  fac ia l  cues  in  an  ob jec t- cho i ce  task,  whe re  the  cor rec t  
cho i ce  was  rewa r ded.  Two  of  the  horses  made  the  cor rec t  cho i ce  when  the  
expe r i m e n t e r  was  touch i n g  the  cor rec t  ob jec t,  wh i l e  on l y  one  succeeded  when  the  
expe r i m e n t e r  was  simp l y  poin t i n g .  In  the  same  study  dogs  were  tested  for  compa r i s o n  
and  per f o r m e d  bette r  than  the  horses,  exp la i ne d  by  the  autho rs  in  terms  of   di f f e re n t i a l  
soc ia l  expe r i e nces  and  di f f e re n t  selec t i v e  pressu res  in  the  domes t i ca t i o n  of  horses  and  
dogs.

In  a mo re  recen t  study  (Maros  et  al., 2008,) 20 horses  were  tested  by  a compa ra b l e  
metho d o l o g y ,  whe re  4 di f f e r en t  cues  were  used  to  iden t i f y  the  cor rec t  ob jec t:  D is ta l  
momen t a r y  poi n t i n g  (DM), dis ta l  dyman i c- susta i ned  poi n t i n g  (DDS), prox i m a l  
momen t a r y  poi n t i n g  (PM), and  prox i m a l  dynam i c- susta i ned  po in t i n g  w i t h  gaze  (PDS-
G). Ho rses  were  able  to  make  the  cor rec t  cho i ce  using  DDS,  PM,  and  PDS-G  cues,  
but  on  an  ind i v i d u a l  basis  they  fa i led  to  per f o r m  sign i f i c a n t l y  above  chance  leve l  
(50%) using  the  DM  cue.  The  resu l ts  demons t ra ted  the  cogn i t i v e  demand  of  horses  to  
unde rs tand  cues  in  the  fo l l o w i n g  orde r:  PDS-G  (success  rate  app.  75%), PM  (app.  
65%), DDS  (app. 60%), and  DM  (app. 50%,) wh i c h  ind i ca tes  that  horses  use  othe r  
clues  to  choose  the  cor rec t  objec t,  such  as the  exper i m e n t e r ’ s  hand’s  prox i m i t y  to  it.

It  shou l d  also  be  noted  that  fo r  the  dynam i c- susta i ned  poi n t i n g  cues  (where  the  
expe r i m e n t e r  wou l d  ho ld  the  cue  unt i l  the  sub jec t  had  made  its  cho i ce), both  Ma r os  et  
al.  and  Mc K i n l e y/Samb r o o k  found  that  the  success f u l  horse  wou l d  of ten  move  its  
nose  down  the  arm  of  the  exper i m e n t e r  and  onto  the  cor rec t  objec t,  or  exam i ne  the  
po in t i n g  f in ge r  befo re  turn i n g  thei r  atten t i o n  to  the  objec t,  thus  sol v i n g  the  prob le m  in  
a manne r  that  exc l u des  unders tan d i n g  of  the  cue  itse l f.

W i t h o u t  excep t i o n,  gaze  towa r d  the  cor rec t  objec t  imp r o v e d  the  sub jec ts ’  
per f o r m a n c e  in  th is  study  and  severa l  others,  sugges t i n g  that  gaze  is  an  impo r t a n t  cue  
of  atten t i o n  to  many  anima l  spec ies.  It  is  also  wo r t h  not i n g  that  the  horses’  
per f o r m a n c e  dec l i ne d  dur i n g  the  tr ia ls  of  mo re  cogn i t i v e l y  demand i n g  cues  (such  as  
DM).  The  autho r  att r i b u tes  th is  to  men ta l  exhaus t i o n  (as men t i o n ed  ear l ie r), dec reased  
mot i v a t i o n  due  to  lowe r  success  rate  and  fewe r  rewa r ds — w h i c h  caused  some  sub jec ts  
to  attac k  the  exper i m e n t e r  in  frus t ra t i o n  upon  fa i l u r e — a n d  lack  of  cue  var iab i l i t y  in  
cer ta i n  phases  of  the  expe r i m e n t .

In  conc l us i o n,  the  autho r  states  that  one  shou l d  perhaps  disc r i m i n a t e  between  the  



ut i l i z a t i o n  of  a signa l  (group  leve l  ef fec t) and  rel ia b i l i t y  of  signa l  ut i l i z a t i o n  
(indi v i d u a l  leve l), and  that  the  terms  ”comp r e hens i o n ”  and  ”unde rs tan d i n g ”  
(sign i f y i n g  spon taneous  ut i l i z a t i o n)  shou l d  be  reserved  for  cases  whe re  a highe r  
propo r t i o n  of  ind i v i d u a l s  in  a group  are  know n  to  be  rel iab l e  responde rs.

A  th i r d  study  (Proops  and  McC o m b ,  2009) tested  36  horses  fo r  the i r  abi l i t y  to  
disc r i m i n a t e  between  an  atten t i v e  and  an  inat ten t i v e  person  to  obta i n  food,  whe re  the  
cues  prov i de d  for  atten t i v e ness  inc l u ded  body  or ien ta t i o n  (facing  sub jec t  vs. back  
agains t  sub jec t), head  or ien ta t i o n  (facing  sub jec t  vs. head  turned  away  90 °), open  vs. 
closed  eyes,  and  a mi xe d  cond i t i o n  (body  fac i n g  sub jec t,  face  turned  away). Ho rses  
chose  the  atten t i v e  person  to  a sign i f i c a n t  degree  fo r  al l  cues  excep t  the  mi xe d  cue,  
suggest i n g  that  domes t i c  horses  are  sens i t i v e  to  human  cues  of  atten t i o n,  inc l u d i n g  
gaze  to  a sign i f i c a n t  degree.

None  of  these  three  stud ies  demons t ra te  that  horses  have  a natu ra l  unde rs tan d i n g  to  
the  purpose  of  human  manua l  cues.  A l l  stud ies  conc l u de  that  gaze  and  atten t i o n  
sign i f i c a n t l y  fac i l i t a t es  the  success  rate.  Th is  is  an  ind i ca t i o n  that  horses  may  not  have  
the  men ta l  facu l t y  to  make  use  of  human  manua l  cues  and  rathe r  assess  the  di rec t i o n  
of  the  exper i m e n t e r ’ s  gaze/atten t i o n  to  make  the  cor rec t  cho i ce.  Th is  inte rp r e ta t i o n  is  
suppo r t ed  by  Ma r os ’s  repo r t  that  some  horses  demons t r a ted  frus t ra t i o n  throu gh  
aggress i on  dur i n g  the  cogn i t i v e l y  more  demand i n g  tr ia ls.  Ma r os  et  al.  also  conc l u d ed  
that  the  sub jec ts  did  not  learn  from  the  test i n g.

M c K i n l e y  and  Samb r o o k ’ s  study,  focus i n g  on  domes t i c  dogs  ma i n l y ,  estab l i s he d  that  
the  dog  is  high l y  sens i t i v e  to  human  cues  and  part i c u l a r l y  adept  at  determ i n i n g  the  
focus  of  human  atten t i o n,  outpe r f o r m i n g  chim pa n zees,  hand- reared  wo l v es,  and  
horses.  Mo r e o v e r  the  wo r k i n g  gundogs,  prev i o us l y  tra i ned  to  min d  po in t i n g  cues,  
gross l y  outpe r f o r m e d  the  non- tra i ned  pet  gundo gs  and  the  non-gundog  pet  groups,  
ind i ca t i n g  that  true  comp r e hens i o n  of  poi n t i n g  as a di rec t i o na l  cue  can  be  learn t.

M c K i n l e y/Samb r o o k  pose  three  cont r i b u t o r y  fac to rs  to  the  dispar i t y  in  per f o r m a n c e  
between  dogs  and  horses.  One  is  a fundamen t a l  di f f e re n ce  in  can id  and  equ i ne  
inte l l i g e n ce  in  a prob le m- sol v i n g  conte x t,  or  the  di f f e re n ce  in  form of  inte l l i g e n ce  
between  these  spec ies,  as a consequence  of  the i r  respec t i v e  preda t o r y  and  graz i n g  
niches.  Ano t h e r  fac to r  may  be  the  di f f e r i n g  selec t i v e  pressu res  exer ted  on  the  
evo l u t i o n  of  domes t i c a ted  horses  and  dogs,  and  that  the  dog  was  domes t i c a ted  ear l ie r  
and  in  closer  soc ia l  con tac t  w i t h  humans  than  was  the  horse.  A  th i r d  fac to r  may  be  the  
encu l t u r a t i o n  process  underg o ne  by  dogs  dur i n g  thei r  li fe t i m e,  typ i ca l l y  invo l v i n g  an  
int i ma c y  w i t h  humans  that  may  sens i t i z e  them  to  human  cues  and  atten t i o n.
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