
You know you’re not a robot. We know you’re not a robot. But the web site you’re try ing to
log into doesn’t know. It has good reason to sus pect you might be one of the new breed of
auto mated pro grams – called bots – that can eas ily solve Captcha tests.

Captchas have never been straight for ward. Deci pher ing the wrig gly text of the �rst tests
(pic tured below right) often meant squint ing and turn ing your head 90 degrees. This was
bey ond bots at the time, pre vent ing them from log ging in and spam ming sites.
But they’ve evolved rap idly since then, driven by advances in AI. A study at the Uni versity
of Cali for nia last year found that bots solved dis tor ted text with almost 100-per-cent
accur acy. And as they’ve become smarter, so the tests have become trick ier in response.
It’s a clas sic arms race that’s left people bemused by Captchas they can’t �g ure out.
The prob lem was high lighted in April by Kevin Gos schalk, head of Arkose Labs, a global
secur ity �rm that designs the “strongest Captchas ever made”. He told The Wall Street
Journal that tests will have to get “even stranger” to com bat the rise of large mul timodal
mod els. These are advanced AI sys tems that can under stand inform a tion from many
di�erent types of data, includ ing text, images and audio.
Cru cially, they can decode wrig gly and dis tor ted text, recog nise images and under stand the
con text of a ques tion. For example, it would know which boxes to select if it’s asked to
identify a fruit and is shown images of apples.
This is why the tests added images of items like buses and tra�c lights that have become
increas ingly hard for us humans to recog nise.
The Captchas cre ated by Arkose are more like IQ tests than a quick check to see whether
you’re human. One asks you to move an object so it’s facing in the same dir ec tion as the
hand (see screen shot 1 ). Another asks you to �nd the dis tance between cars that matches a
num ber 2.
Other tests ask you to click arrows to change the num ber of objects until it matches a num -
ber; select objects that are the same shape; and identify all non-aquatic anim als.
Gos schalk says these Captchas can defeat bots because they have so many pos sible answers
– over 1,250 in the toughest tests. The sheer vari ety makes it hard for bots to answer. But
he also claims that they’re under stood by people across all lan guages and cul tures. They
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use “aes thet ic ally pleas ing images” that are large and easy to see, not blurry pho tos of
tra�c lights you have to zoom into.
Even tu ally bots might �g ure out how to answer even these. When this hap pens, Gos schalk
says, Captchas will only be able to block bots by ask ing humans to do something “non -
sensical”.
If so, it’s worth remind ing
ourselves that Captcha stands for ‘Com pletely Auto mated Pub lic Tur ing test to tell Com -
puters and Humans Apart’.
Humans can be silly, irra tional and incon sist ent. Com puters can’t. Will we have to behave
in this man ner – or maybe even get ques tions inten tion ally wrong – to prove we’re �esh
and blood?
Only humans are intel li gent enough to know when it’s smart to act stu pid.
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