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Motion 
Camouflage?

Maybe the 
stripes act to 
confuse or 
‘dazzle’ 
predators                           
(How and Zanker, 2013)

Thermoregulation?

Maybe stripes are 
used to control 
body temperature 
and act as a cooling 
mechanism.          
(Cobb, A. and Cobb, S.,2016)

Attract mates?

Maybe stripes 
make zebras 
more attractive 
to potential 
mates.
(Nicholls,2014)

Recognition? 

Maybe stripes 
allow herd 
members to 
recognize each 
other.    
(Stockton,2017)

Zebra stripes are a structural adaptation 
meaning they are a physical part of the animal 

itself. Stripes were originally a mutation, or 
genetic change, in a zebra’s fur. Due to the 

helpful nature of the mutation, it was passed 
down from one generation to the next. As more 

and more zebras inherited the mutation, the 
mutation became a typical part of the species—
an adaptation. (Lemonick, 2014)

Zebras, together with horses 
and asses, are members of 

the Equus genus. 

The three living species of 
zebras that roam eastern 
and southern Africa with 

their coat of dark hair 
broken by stripes of white, 
unpigmented hair, are the 
only striped equids.      (Law, 2019)

Striping patterns and 
intensity vary across species 
as well as location. (Law, 2019)

Why did 
Zebras get 

their 
stripes?

The insect-repellent 
theory has a strong 
support.

Through the analysis of a study in  
2014 led by Tim Caro, a biologist at 
the University of California Davis. 
The researchers were able to rule 
out every theory for the origin of 
zebra stripes except one: the stripes 
help the animals deter blood-
sucking flies.                                     (Caro, 2014)

Phylogenetic tree 
of equid subspecies 
showing leg stripe 
intensity (inside 
circles) and 
environmental 
factors. Figure 1 
indicating biting
flies (tabanid) are 
the evolutionary 
drivers for striping 
in equids.             
(Caro, 2014; Drawings by Rickesh 
Patel)

Another experiment 
led by Caro a few 
years later, scientist 
find out how insects 
are deterred by 
stripes. The stripes 
disrupt the flies 
abilities to have a 
controlled landing. 
(Caro, 2019)
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