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Anecdotal observations suggest that zoo animals are able to distinguish between 
different humans especially visitors and staff. At the Connecticut’s Beardsley Zoo 
(CBZ), it was generally known that Amur Tigers (Panthera tigris altaica) were 
capable of recognizing staff and even particular staff members. However, the cues 
that tigers use to make this identification are not well understood. Sight was 
considered to be one of the most likely senses used for human recognition. To 
evaluate how important vision is for identification, we modified images using 
MicaToolBox v2.0 to visualize how tigers viewed humans and the area surrounding 
their zoo habitat. Based on a literature review, we concluded that tigers likely have a 
visual acuity between 8 and 22 cpd and are dichromatic. Images modified to account 
for these characteristics suggests that tigers are able to distinguish human faces at a 
distance of 6 ft but are likely unable to identify facial characteristics in detail at 
distances greater than 15 ft. Using different human subjects, we conducted 
experiments to assess the relative importance of specific visual cues such as facial 
features and clothing in recognition. Recognition was assessed by behavioral changes 
such as getting up from a resting position, following, and chuffing. While 
experiments on facial recognition at distances of 6 ft were inconclusive, we found 
that tigers clearly recognize and react positively to the CT’s Beardsley Zoo uniform. 
We plan to continue this work to further assess vision as well as the importance of 
sound and smell in tiger recognition of humans.

METHODS AND RESULTS 
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ABSTRACT

The Connecticut’s Beardsley Zoo (CBZ) is home to two female Amur Tigers, Reka and 
Zeya, born Jan 2018. They were hand reared and continue to interact with animal care 
specialists,  Bethany Thatcher and Chris Barker.  Anecdotal evidence indicates that many 
zoo animals, like Reka and Zeya are able to distinguish between staff and visitors and even 
between individuals.  The cues used for identification are not well understood.  Visual and 
vocal recognition are two possible cues.

While it is known that tigers have a keen sense of hearing, how well tigers see is not as 
well understood. To assess their vision, we first modified images taken from within their 
habitat using MicaToolBox V2.0 to account for their visual acuity (estimated to be ~8-22 
cpd) and apparent dichromatic vision. 

From this image, we could see that tigers could distinguish faces from 6ft but were 
unlikely to distinguish facial details at greater than 15 ft.

BACKGROUND
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Fairfield University students walked by the enclosure 
in their normal clothes and then in the Connecticut’s 
Beardsley Zoo uniform in order to distinguish if the 
tigers were distinguishing between people based on 
clothing. Uniforms had not been worn by any current 
staff members.
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We tested vision and sound as two possible ways that tigers distinguish between staff and visitors.  
Interest was established by tigers briefly watching or momentarily acknowledging a stimulus.
Recognition was established by interest and variable changes for inactive behavior such as resting to active behavior such as chuffing and following.

Facial Recognition 
2D masks were made to test whether or not the 
tigers were recognizing facial features. A mask of 
their Animal Care Specialist’s face was made along 
with a mask of someone the tigers did not know as 
a control. 

2D mask of CBZ Animal 
Care Specialist Bethany 

Thatcher worn by Fairfield 
U student Teresa Sauer.

2D mask of Fairfield U 
student Teresa Sauer worn 
by Teresa Sauer (control).
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Vocal Recognition
Connecticut’s Beardsley Zoo staff and Fairfield University 
students were asked to read aloud Green Eggs and Ham by Dr. 
Seuss while being recorded. The voice recordings were then 
played for the tigers to gauge how they react to a familiar 
voice compared to a stranger’s voice. 

Preliminary results suggest that tigers at CBZ recognize staff from visitors using vision, specifically the uniform. 
Students in personal clothing typically elicited little to no response from the tigers.  

Tigers seemed to recognize the voice recordings of animal specialists, Bethany and Chris, but did not respond to voice 
recordings of Fairfield Student, Teresa. 

The 2D masks elicited no response for either Bethany or Teresa.  However, this may be due to the tiger’s inability to 
see images in 2D. 

These data provide evidence that tigers identify different humans using a combination of visual and auditory cues. 

SUMMARY

Human perspective of Bethany Thatcher.
Photo taken from Reka and Zeya’s point of view
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