
Abstract
Is a child’s preference for causal information driven by a 

systemizing mindset, or are these two separable constructs? 
To answer this question, we looked at 30 preschoolers’ (Mage = 
3.45 yrs) performance on a task measuring preference for 
causal information and a systemizing questionnaire completed 
by a parent. Preliminary analyses show that overall, the two 
measures are not correlated (r = -0.17, p = .36), suggesting 
that a child’s preference for causal information is not related to 
the degree to which they systemize. These results represent a 
first step towards understanding the unique nature of a child’s 
preference or heightened interest in causal information. 

Introduction

Children are often described as “little scientists” who are 
curious and inherently interested in learning about the world 
around them (Piaget, 1952). Research has shown children are 
highly attuned to causal information. For example, when 
children inquire about novel objects, preschoolers most often 
want to know about causally relevant properties (i.e., the 
function of an object) (Greif, Kemler Nelson, Keil, & Gutierrez, 
2006; Kemler Nelson, Egan, & Holt, 2004). The goal of this 
project is to examine potential factors that may influence a 
child’s interest, or preference for, causal information, relative to 
non-causal information. 

One potential source of variation in young children’s 
preference for causal information may be the degree to which 
a child systemizes (Skorsetz & Welzel-Breuer).  Systemizing is 
defined as an individual’s drive to analyze and explore systems 
or extract underlying rules that govern the behavior of a 
system (Baron-Cohen, et. al 2003). The Systemizing 
Questionnaire provides a score of a child’s systemizing 
abilities in the form of a systemizing quotient (SQ) (Baron-
Cohen, et. al 2003). Prior work has shown that people who 
have a higher SQ are generally more engaged in science 
compared to people who are stronger in empathizing (Skorsetz
& Welzel-Breuer). 

The goal of this research was to see if preschoolers’ causal 
preference was related to their SQ, or if these two constructs 
were separate domains. In addition, we wanted to test for 
gender effects in both measures based on prior findings 
demonstrating that males tend to have higher SQ scores than 
females (Baron-Cohen, et. al 2003).  

Participants

30 3-year-olds (Mage = 3.4 yrs, SEage = .3 yrs, 17 male).

Materials

• Touchscreen Tablet (Lenovo Yoga Laptop) 
• Systemizing Questionnaire 
• Apple iPad

Procedure
• Causal Preference:
• The causal preference task (modeled after Alvarez & 

Booth, 2016),  was administered on a touch screen 
computer and each trial featured a novel animal or 
object. 

• For each of 10 trials, children could choose to either 
press a button and hear causal information about the 
item, or press another button that covered the image to 
see hidden visual properties of the item.

• A score of 1 was assigned when a child chose to hear
causal information, and assigned a 0 when they chose to 
see what was hidden (range = 0-10).

• Administration time was approximately five minutes.

• Systemizing Quotient:
• Parents completed the Systemizing Questionnaire 

(Baron-Cohen, 2003) on an iPad.

Conclusions

• These results indicate that a child’s preference for causal 
information is not related to their age, gender, or the 
degree to which they systemize. This suggests that a 
child’s preference for causal information may be a unique 
construct. 

• In our sample, older children tended to have higher SQ 
scores. This may be because the skills or behaviors 
referenced in the survey are more developmentally 
appropriate for older children to exhibit, require more 
advanced motor skills, or is a product of time spent in a 
preschool classroom. Additional work and a larger sample 
size is needed to clarify these potential relationships. 

• It is important to acknowledge that this study only 
assessed one measure of preschooler’s preference for 
causal information. 

• Future work in the lab is aimed to examine other possible 
mechanisms that could drive a child’s preference for causal 
information such as socioeconomic status, length of time in 
preschool, parental influence, or executive function.  

• In summary, these results represent a first step towards 
understanding the nature of a child’s preference or 
heightened interest in causal information as a unique 
domain.
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Results

• A linear regression revealed there was no main effect of 
Gender (β = -.06, t(26) = -.07, p = .95), Age (β = -.21, t(26) 
= -.11, p = .91), or SQ (β = -.04, t(26) = -.07, p = .5), on 
Causal Preference.

• Overall, our regression model did not account for a 
significant proportion of variance in children’s causal 
preference, R2 = .03, F(3,26) = .28, p = .84

• Post-hoc t-tests did not show any Gender differences in SQ 
scores, t(28) = 1.07, p = .29, or Causal Preference scores, 
t(28) = -.22, p = .82.

• A simple correlation showed Causal Preference and SQ 
were not correlated (r = -0.17, p = .36).

Hear: “This one has sharp parts 
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OR

See


