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Consistently poor performance by nonhuman primates (NHPs) on the Object Choice Task has led to 

claims that the comprehension of pointing gestures is a human-unique ability among primates, 

which may have contributed to the emergence of verbal communication. Recently it has been 

suggested that methodological flaws in the literature challenge the validity of such claims, and we 

develop and extend this to identify four key areas of inconsistency, pertaining to life history of 

subjects, barrier presence, inter-object distance, and cue type. Individual data were available for 

1310 subjects of 36 species, comprising 9 taxonomic groups from 87 studies. Significant differences 

were found in the distribution of rearing histories across taxonomic groups, with 9% of NHPs being 

categorised as “close” on a human experience scale, compared with 93% of carnivores and 100% of 

human infants. Subjects from 4 taxonomic groups were tested with a barrier, including 100% of 

NHPs, compared with 5% of carnivores and 0% of human infants. Distance and temporal properties 

of cue types presented to subjects differed across the taxonomic groups, with 28% of cues to NHPs 

being distal compared with 76% for carnivores and 100% for human infants, and 75% being dynamic 

for NHPs, compared with 30% for carnivores and 64% for human infants. Inter-object distances 

differed significantly, with a tendency for NHPs to be tested with smaller distances than both 

carnivores and human infants. Significant effects on performance across taxonomic groups were 

found, with subjects categorised as “close” outperforming “occasional” and “seldom” subjects, and 

increased performance associated with proximal and dynamic cues, as well as greater inter-object 

distances. This review highlights the prevalence of incommensurate sampling and testing protocols 

across species and the need for greater consideration of ontogenetic influences on behaviour, rather 

than the current pervasive reliance on phylogenetic explanations.   


