
UC Merced
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science 
Society

Title
Who Needs More Help? Sixteen-Month-Old Infants Prefer to Look at and Reach for Helpers 
who Help with Harder Tasks

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/1v68s096

Journal
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society, 43(43)

ISSN
1069-7977

Authors
Woo, Brandon Matthew
Liu, Shari
Gweon, Hyowon
et al.

Publication Date
2021
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/1v68s096
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/1v68s096#author
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


Who Needs More Help? Sixteen-Month-Old Infants Prefer to Look at and Reach for
Helpers who Help with Harder Tasks

Brandon Woo
Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts, United States

Shari Liu
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, Massachusetts, United States

Hyowon Gweon
Stanford University, Stanford, California, United States

Elizabeth Spelke
Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts, United States

Abstract

Not every prosocial act is equally praiseworthy. As adults, we tend to evaluate helpers depending on others’ needs;
helping someone with a hard task may be more burdensome but also more prosocial than helping someone with an easy
task. Despite growing evidence that infants are sensitive to the costs of others’ actions, whether such representations
inform their evaluation of prosocial acts remains an open question. Here, we ask whether 16-month-olds’ preference
between two helpers is sensitive to task difficulty. Infants preferentially reached for (Exp. 1), and looked at (Exp. 2),
an agent who helped someone facing a high-cost task over an agent who helped someone facing a low-cost task. Such
preference disappeared when the agents completed the same tasks in a self-serving context. These results suggest that
infants use action cost not only to predict and explain others’ behaviors but also to evaluate others in prosocial contexts.
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