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• From an early age, children provide help 
(Warneken & Tomasello, 2006), seek help 
(Gweon & Schulz, 2011), and expect some 
individuals to be helpful (Johnson, Dweck & 
Chen, 2007). 
 

• How do children choose who to help and who to 
seek help from? 
 

• We theorized that children may use reciprocal 
interactions as a heuristic (Kahneman & Tversky, 
1973) in deciding who to help and who to expect 
helpfulness from. We based this reasoning on the 
fact that reciprocal interactions are linked to 
helpfulness both in lower animals and in adults 
(Cialdini, 2001). 
 

• As a strong test of this perspective, we did not 
test children’s explicit helpfulness in a material 
giving task (Warneken & Tomasello, 2006), but 
rather their acquisition and transmission of 
cultural knowledge (Tomasello, 1999). 
Specifically, we examined the context of word 
learning (Markman, 1992) and artifact 
manipulation (Gopnik, 2012). 

 
40 four- and five-year olds (M = 4.84, 23 girls) were 
randomly assigned to one of four conditions that 
differed only in terms of the dependent variable.  
 

 
The children first learned the word for the novel 
object. After they watched the interactions, they 
had to decide who to help by providing  
information.  
 

 
The children first learned how to operate the 
artifact. After they watched the puppets’ 
interactions, children were asked to decide who 
to help by providing  information.  

 
After children watched the puppets’ interactions, 
they were presented with a novel object and 
asked to decide who to seek help from.  

 
After children watched the puppets’ interactions, 
they were presented with a novel artifact and 
asked to decide who to seek help from.  

 
 
As the number of children who chose the 
character who played reciprocally did not differ 
by condition, Freeman-Halton Exact test, P = 
0.54, we pooled across the four conditions. Of 
the 40 children, 37 chose the person who 
interacted reciprocally, binomial test P < 0.00001 
(4 year-olds: 20/20; 5 year-olds: 17/20). 
 

 
 
• Reciprocal interactions guide children’s 

acquisition of cultural knowledge, as well as 
their efforts to transfer the information that 
they have learned. 
 

• Reciprocity may be an implicit pedagogical 
cue (Gergely & Csibra, 2009) that allows 
children to become culturally competent. 
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