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While some have argued that adults' positive emotion towards objects influence children’s 
object-interactions (Mumme & Fernald, 2003), others suggest that children are most attuned to how 
useful a tool is (Csibra & Gergely, 2009). Given these differing suggestions, what communicative 
content is most influential for children's tool use? Two studies examined performance in a tool-
selection task following a model's emphasis of either positive emotion toward a tool or the utility of a 
tool.  

Forty-five preschool children and 52 adults participated. Half watched a video where a model 
grasped a tool and said “I really like this!” The other half watched the model use the tool for an 
unrelated task and say, “I can use this.” Then, participants chose from five tools to attain an out-of-
reach toy. Results revealed that children chose the modeled tool more when 'liking' was expressed 
(modeled tool chosen on 67% of "like" trials) than utility (modeled tool chosen on 25% of "use" 
trials). In contrast, adults chose the modeled tool equally often regardless of expression.  

In study 2, 56 preschoolers and 49 adults watched a model (a) fail or (b) succeed at the lure-
retrieval task. Additionally, half of the videos emphasized liking and half emphasized using. 
Participants then chose between two tools (one novel, one from the video) to retrieve a toy. Results 
showed that (especially younger) preschoolers relied on preference information (and ignored utility 
information), even when the model was shown failing at the same task they would attempt. 
Discussion focuses children's learning from media. 
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When a "useful" tool is not enough: Children prioritize
preferred tools for problem-solving
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