
 

Experiments suggests archerfish can
differentiate between numbers
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Archerfish. Credit: Wikimedia CC BY-SA 3.0

A trio of researchers at the University of Trento, in Italy, has found via
experimentation that archerfish can distinguish between numbers.
Davide Potrich, Mirko Zanon and Giorgio Vallortigara have published
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their study on the bioRxiv preprint server, describing experiments they
conducted with the spitting fish.

Archerfish capture prey by placing their mouths at the surface of the 
water and sending a stream of water into the air at a target (such as an
insect)—such targets are then overcome by the jet and fall into the water
below, allowing the fish to grab and swallow them. Prior research has
shown that archerfish also suffer from social inhibition—they are more
hesitant in shooting prey when others of their species are watching. In
this new effort, the researchers used their spitting abilities to test number
differentiation in fish.

The researchers placed the fish in a tank of water and then placed a pair
of disks over the top of it. The disks were marked with different
numbers of dots. The researchers taught the fish to spit a stream of water
at disks with a certain number of dots on them, such as six. They then
showed the fish a series of disk pairs with different numbers of dots on
them. They found that the fish would only spit at the disks with the
number of dots that they had been trained to recognize. The researchers
also tried changing the number of dots the fish had to choose from and
found that the fish were still able to target the right disk.

The researchers also tested the fish with differently sized dots and also
the area covered by the disks. They found that the fish still spat at only
the disk they had been trained to recognize. They then changed things by
showing disks that did not have the number of dots the fish had been
trained to recognize and found that the fish chose the lower number of
dots if the number they had been trained to recognize was lower than the
alternative.

The researchers suggest that the fish were able to count the dots to figure
out which they were supposed to target.
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https://phys.org/tags/water/
https://phys.org/news/2018-06-fish-stage-fright.html
https://phys.org/tags/fish/


 

  More information: Archerfish number discrimination, bioRxiv 
www.biorxiv.org/content/10.110 … /2021.10.04.463045v1
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