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Introduction

• What is Social Intelligence?

Social intelligence, in this case is the ability to interpret 
intentions from gestures, is routine among humans but in some 
cases other species can interpret human gestures. Typically 
this is tested through object choice tasks.

• What are Object Choice Tasks?

In object choice tasks, an experimenter hides food in 
one of two locations, unknown to the test animal, and then 
performs a communicative gesture that reveals the location 
of the food. The animal is then allowed to choose between the 
two buckets. When the correct choice is made significantly 
above chance, this indicates that the animal can interpret the 
gesture

Previous research, using object choice tasks, tested this 
ability in 12 different species and the results showed varying 
levels of success hypothesized to be due to:

1. Domestication: Domestic dogs performed the highest 
of any species tested which is thought to be due to their 
history of selective breeding for their ability to understand 
and work with humans

2. Social Animals: Species that live in social groups  
generally performed well if there was intention behind the 
gesture suggesting that living in a social group enhances this 
ability, e.g. Primates

3. Enculturation: Animals that have had extensive 
exposure to humans, such as animals in captivity, often 
performed above chance thought to be due to their previous 
experience with humans, e.g. Dolphins

Methods

Location: Rosamond Gifford Zoo at Burnet Park in Syracuse NY

Test Population: 3 Female Asian Elephants     “Siri” - Age 41
“Romani” - Age 32
“Kirina” - Age 14

Set Up:

Procedure: After an training phase in which the elephants 
watched me hid a piece of bread under one of the buckets and 
then retrieved it without any gestures by me, each elephant 
was tested for her ability to interpret a gesture indicating the 
correct bucket. Each elephant was taken to her starting spot, 
by an elephant keeper, and her back was turned. I then hid a 
piece of bread underneath one of the two buckets and 
returned to my spot, equidistant from the buckets. The 
elephant was then turned towards the bucket and me, and the 
keeper stood behind me. I would then perform one of the 5 
variations of gestures, then the elephant would be released and 
allowed to choose a bucket.

 

Results

All three elephants performed below chance over the entire 
experiment, so I decided to look at what other factors may 
have influenced these results:

Two of the three elephants chose the bucket that they were 
1st rewarded on (1st or 2nd trial of the 1st variation of 
gesture) significantly more often than chance.

Conclusions

None of the three elephants correctly interpreted my 
gestures for the correct location of the bread. In spite of 
their high intelligence and social living style, these elephants 
do not understand human communicative gestures, in this 
setting. Therefore a direct comparison of results from other 
species would suggest that elephants have a lower level of 
social intelligence. 

But I believe that there were other factors influencing the 
results of the experiment:

•Operant Conditioning

All three elephants are trained with and handled by 
operant conditioning, a type of trial and error learning in 
which reinforcements are associated with a behavior. 
Thus, the elephants responded to the new situation of 
the experiment by repeating the behavior that they 
had previously been rewarded for.

Operant conditioning is an essential tool to handle 
elephants in captivity due to the level of risk and their 
high demands of husbandry.

My experience and results suggest that human influence, 
through operant conditioning, affected the results of this 
experiment, and therefore in order to accurately evaluate 
elephant social intelligence a new approach and new 
experiment must be used.

 Siri Romani Kirina 

# Times Followed Where I 

Gestured (ŅCorrectÓ) 

11 15 24 

Total # of Trials 50 52 50 

Percent of # Times 

Followed Where I Gestured 

22.00% 28.85% 40.00% 

 Below Chance Below Chance Below Chance 

 

 Siri Romani Kirina 

1st Side Rewarded Right Left Left 

# Times Chose 1st Side 49 24 31 

Total # of Trials 50 52 50 

Percent of # Times Chose 1st 

Side 

98.00% 46.15% 62.00% 

 Above Chance Below Chance Above Chance 

 
EK = Elephant 

Keeper
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Research Question

Are Asian elephants, who are considered highly 
intelligent and social animals, able to perform above chance at 
an object choice task and correctly interpret human 
communication gestures?

Gesture Variation

1. Momentary Pointing - 5 second point 
towards correct bucket

2.Continuous Pointing - Point towards 
correct bucket for entire trial

3.Bucket Touch - Walk over and touch the 
top of the correct bucket

4.Flag Point - 5 second point towards 
correct bucket with a red flag

5.Keeper Point - An elephant keeper 
replaced me in giving a 5 second point 
towards the correct bucket

Each variation was performed for 10 trials in 
a row with each elephant. Testing spanned 
throughout the summer.


