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Newborns’ sensitivity to speed 
changes as a building block 
for animacy perception
Elisa Di Giorgio1*, Marco Lunghi1, Giorgio Vallortigara2 & Francesca Simion1

The human visual system can discriminate between animate beings vs. inanimate objects on the 
basis of some kinematic cues, such as starting from rest and speed changes by self-propulsion. The 
ontogenetic origin of such capability is still under debate. Here we investigate for the first time 
whether newborns manifest an attentional bias toward objects that abruptly change their speed along 
a trajectory as contrasted with objects that move at a constant speed. To this end, we systematically 
manipulated the motion speed of two objects. An object that moves with a constant speed was 
contrasted with an object that suddenly increases (Experiment 1) or with one that suddenly decreases 
its speed (Experiment 2). When presented with a single speed change, newborns did not show any 
visual preference. However, newborns preferred an object that abruptly increases and then decreases 
its speed (Experiment 3), but they did not show any visual preference for the reverse sequence pattern 
(Experiment 4). Overall, results are discussed in line with the hypothesis of the existence of attentional 
biases in newborns that trigger their attention towards some visual cues of motion that characterized 
animate perception in adults.

Motion of living things—i.e., animate motion—is a rich source of cues about their behaviors, goals and intentions, 
and humans, as well as other animals, attend to these cues1–4.

Animacy perception, a perceptual phenomenon which reflects visual processing that is specialized for the 
extraction of animacy from visual cues of motion5,6, can be studied with simple stimuli showing the motion of 
just one or two objects7–14. Heider and Simmel’s15 classic study is the most compelling evidence of such a phe-
nomenon, demonstrating that a “fairly fast, automatic, irresistible and highly stimulus-driven” sense of animacy 
could arise from basic dynamic perceptual cues. Among the visual cues of motion that trigger animacy perception 
in adults, the most powerful are self-propulsion (e.g., an entity’s capacity to initiate motion without an applied 
external force), motion contingency, discontinuity in motion trajectory, the violation of Newtonian laws, body-
axis alignment, and sudden direction and speed changes without any contact with other objects8,9,12,13,16.

From a developmental perspective, the irresistible and automatic nature of animacy perception in adults 
based on these simple low-level perceptual visual cues of motion raises questions on its ontogenetic origins. 
Whether the animate-inanimate distinction is present early in life, what perceptual cues signal to the infant 
that an entity is animate and what is the role of visual experience, are relevant and intriguing open questions. 
The animate-inanimate distinction is well in place in the first year of life. Broadly speaking, infants understand 
very early that animate entities behave in ways in which inanimate objects do not17–26. Very young infants not 
only categorize animate entities on the basis of start from rest and speed changes by self-propulsion26–28, but 
also attribute goals and intentions to objects that move on their own29–33. Further, chasing perception in 4- and 
10-month-old infants is mainly triggered by the presence of sudden accelerations and by the specific relations 
between the movements of the two objects34.

However, controversy still surrounds the question about the developmental origin of animacy perception. 
Some authors credit the infant with innately based, domain-specific systems that are sensitive to certain percep-
tual visual cues of motion (i.e., self-propulsion) in identifying agents and animate beings20,22,35,36. For instance, 
Mandler has hypothesized that motion provides infants with conceptual knowledge about the “kinds of things” 
objects are36. In the same way, other authors have hypothesized that at birth, infants possess separate core knowl-
edge systems for animate and inanimate objects, and that they understand that constraints on motion that apply 
to physical objects may not hold true for animate beings22,37,38. As an alternative to this domain-specific view, 
other authors presented a theoretical framework that has at its core the idea that general rather than specific 
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mechanisms are sufficient to account for how infants perceive and process the motion properties that character-
ized an object as animate or inanimate (i.e., the constrained attentional associative learning framework39–41). Spe-
cifically, according to this more perceptually oriented view, infants use learning mechanisms that operate across 
all domains of knowledge to encode statistical regularities in their environment: they would thus learn about 
properties of the objects that appear in a self-propelled event through their experiences with specific kinds of 
entities that engage in these motions. A third theoretical framework, the cue-based bootstrapping model, proposed 
that animacy perception develops by bootstrapping from an inborn sensitivity to general low-level visual cues of 
motion, into a learning mode central to infants’ later concept of animacy that appears later during development. 
In this view, the presence of inborn predispositions to some visual cues of motion that characterized animate 
beings might be a sort of jumpstart to the development of animacy perception through learning mechanisms42.

The aim of the present paper was to investigate whether a sensitivity to some rudimentary visual cues of 
motion that in older infants and adults elicited animacy perception is present at birth or is the result of learning 
and experience-dependent processes.

Differently from adult studies where kinematic cues are manipulated together to elicit the highest level of 
animacy perception13, here the main aim was to investigate the role of each of those individual visual cues of 
motion in attracting the newborns’ attention, put them under separate experimental control. Using such method, 
recent comparative studies in newborns and chicks demonstrated that sensitivity to some cues of motion that 
trigger animacy perception in adults are present very early in life. For example, visually self-propelled objects 
whose motion reveals an internal energy source of energy attract naïve chicks43. Chicks also are attracted by 
moving objects that can accelerate and decelerate by their own44. They were presented with two animated-event 
stimuli, in each one a red ball appeared on the screen already in motion (i.e., no cues about the onset motion were 
available), moved linearly along the horizontal trajectory and then disappeared at the opposite side of the screen. 
In the “speed-change stimulus”, the object changes its speed two times: it suddenly accelerated at one third of the 
way and then suddenly decelerated to the original speed at two thirds of the way. This stimulus was compared 
to the “constant-speed stimulus”, where the object moved at a constant speed. Results showed that naïve chicks 
show a preference to an object that changes its speed over an object that moves at a constant speed. Intriguingly, 
the preference disappeared when the exact moment of the sudden speed change is occluded.

As for newborns, it has been demonstrated that they are sensitive to certain well-defined perceptual spatio-
temporal cues present in a physical causal event (i.e., launching event)45. Recently, Di Giorgio and colleagues 
showed for the first time that newborns are sensitive to a start from rest by self-propulsion46. Newborns were 
presented with two-computer generated events in which the sudden onset motion of an object without an applied 
external force, and therefore perceived as self-propelled by adults, was manipulated. In that study, an event in 
which an object suddenly started from rest without the application of external forces was clearly visible to the 
baby, was contrasted with an ambiguous event, in which the object appeared already on the screen in motion 
so as no cues about the onset motion were available. In that scenario, newborns showed a spontaneous visual 
preference for the object that abruptly started from rest by self-propulsion, demonstrating an early sensitivity to 
this visual cue of motion that triggers animacy perception in adults46.

At present, it is not known whether human newborns are sensitive to other elementary motion cues that elicit 
animacy perception in adults, besides start from rest without any external force. Indeed, objects that change 
their velocity without an apparent external cause, tend to be perceived as animate and intentional. On the other 
hand, objects that do not change velocity or change their motion on the base of external causes are judged as 
inanimate. Moreover, objects perceived as moving relatively faster are perceived as animate more often than 
relatively slower objects12, and a sudden deceleration tends to favour the perception of animacy less than a cor-
responding sudden acceleration13.

Due to speed change relevance as a visual cue of motion in eliciting animacy perception in adults7,8,13, here we 
sought to investigate whether a sensitivity to an object that changes its speed on its own, without any interaction 
with an external object, is present at birth.

To test this hypothesis, newborns were presented simultaneously with two computer-generated events in 
which we systematically manipulated only one visual cue of motion that is known to elicit animacy perception 
in adults, that is the speed of an object, in four different visual preference experiments. In Experiment 1 and 2, a 
single speed change was tested. Experiment 1 comprised an object that after a third of its own trajectory suddenly 
increases its velocity and continues its trajectory with such motion pattern speed. In Experiment 2, an object that 
after a third of its own trajectory suddenly diminished its velocity and continued its trajectory with such motion 
pattern speed was presented. Then, we tested newborns’ sensitivity to two consecutive speed changes, Experiment 
3 comprised an object that at one third of its trajectory suddenly increases and after another third diminished 
its velocity, returning to its original speed. Experiment 4, comprised an object that at one third of its trajectory 
suddenly diminished and after another third increased its velocity, returning to its original speed. The control 
stimulus was always an object that moves at a constant speed (that we called “speed-constant stimulus”) (Fig. 1).

The dependent variables recorded were the mean fixation duration towards the stimuli and the visual prefer-
ence percentage towards the speed-change stimulus. In addition, as in a previous study from our lab46, we ana-
lysed the location where newborns were looking at the exact time when the object changes its speed (for details 
see “Methods” and Supplementary Information).

Results
Results showed that when stimuli comprised a single speed-change (Experiment 1 and 2), they did not trig-
ger newborns’ attention. Specifically, newborns did not look longer at the stimulus that abruptly increases 
(Mmean duration fixation = 3.73  s, SD = 1.36 vs. “speed-constant stimulus”, Mmean duration fixation = 4.95  s, SD = 3.62, 
t11 = 1.43, p = 0.18, n.s.) or decreases its speed (Mmean duration fixation = 3.94 s, SD = 1.50 vs. “speed-constant stimulus”, 
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Mmean duration fixation = 4.13 s, SD = 1.83, t10 = 0.54, p = 0.67, n.s.). In line with this, newborns did not show any visual 
preference for the speed-change stimulus neither in Experiment 1 (MPercentage score = 47.80%, SD = 10.82, t11 = 0.72, 
p = 0.49, n.s.) nor in Experiment 2 (MPercentage score = 49.4%, SD = 11.30, t10 = 0.19, p = 0.86, n.s.). Seven out of 12 
newborns preferred to look at the increased speed stimulus (binomial test, p = 0.77, n.s.), and only 4 out of 11 
newborns preferred to look at the decreased speed stimulus compared to the speed-constant event (binomial 
test, p = 0.55, n.s.). Further, the analyses on the location where newborns were looking at the exact time when 
the object changes its speed suggested that they were not able to detect a single and abrupt speed change, since 
the percentage was not above the chance level (Experiment 1, M = 46.10%, SD = 9.10, one sample t-test, t11 = 1.33, 
p = 0.21) (Experiment 2, M = 47.31%, SD = 7.42, one sample t-test, t10 = 1.26, p = 0.23).

Results of Experiment 1 and 2 seem to suggest that a single speed change in terms of increase and decrease 
speed respectively is not sufficient for eliciting a spontaneous newborns’ visual preference. At a first glance, this 
suggested that speed changes as perceptual visual cues are not relevant for triggering newborns’ attention such 
as self-propulsion did46. However, even if the null results should be interpreted with caution, they are in line 
with those studies that demonstrated that only one single speed-change was not a very strong perceptual visual 
cue in triggering animacy perception in adults8,13. In contrast, it has been demonstrated that two consecutive 
speed changes (a sudden speed increase followed by an abrupt speed decreased), if they are allocated in coherent 
and coordinated sequence, were particularly effective in eliciting perception of animacy in adults8 as well as in 
chicks44. Therefore, the specific aim of Experiments 2 and 3 was to test whether this is the case also for human 
newborns.

Results suggested that newborns are sensitive to two consecutive speed changes, but only in the presence 
of an abrupt velocity increase followed by a sudden velocity decrease (Mmean duration fixation = 3.47 s, SD = 1.53 vs. 
speed-constant stimulus Mmean duration fixation = 2.43 s, SD = 0.57, t12 = 2.38, p = 0.035, Cohen’s d = 0.66) (Experiment 
3). Eleven out of the 13 newborns preferred to look at the two consecutive increase–decrease speed change 
stimulus (binomial test, p = 0.022), and their visual preference for that stimulus was significantly above the 
chance level, (M = 55.10%, SD = 7), t12 = 2.40, p = 0.033, Cohen’s d = 0.66). In addition, the analyses on the location 
where newborns were looking at the exact time when the object changes its speed revealed that the percentage 
was above the chance level (Condition 3, M = 62.20%, SD = 15.10, one sample t-test, t12 = 2.84, p = 0.015, Cohen’s 
d = 0.79). On the contrary, the stimulus with the reverse speed change sequence (abrupt decrease followed by a 
sudden increase in velocity) did not grab newborns’ attention (Experiment 4). They did not look longer at that 
stimulus (Mmean duration fixation = 3.64 s, SD = 1.07 vs. speed-constant stimulus Mmean duration fixation = 3.53 s, SD = 1.10, 
t11 = 0.38, p = 0.71, Cohen’s d = 0.11). Only 4 out of the 12 newborns preferred to look at the two consecutive 
decrease-increase speed change stimulus (binomial test, p = 0.038), and their visual preference for that stimulus 
was not significantly above the chance level, (M = 49.32%, SD = 12.20, one sample t-test, t11 = 0.32, p = 0.89). 
Finally, the analyses on the location where newborns were looking at the exact time when the object changes 
its speed revealed that the percentage was not above the chance level (M = 51.30%, SD = 16.0, one sample t-test, 
t11 = 0.16, p = 0.875) (Figs. 2, 3 and 4).

Figure 1.   Schematic representation of stimuli employed in the four Experiments. In each graph, the velocity 
of the object in the speed-changes event vs. the velocity of the object in the constant speed event as a function 
of time was plotted. The black line represents the speed change stimuli, whereas the gray line represents the 
constant speed stimuli.



4

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |          (2021) 11:542  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79451-3

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Overall, results seemed to suggest that newborns have some rudimentary attentional bias toward speed-
changes, but they need to have sufficient information, since they preferred the object that changed its speed twice.

Discussion
Inferring animacy is the developmental precursor to complex social understanding. While there is mounting 
evidence for the precocious acquisition of the animacy concept, much less is known about perceptual visual 
cues infants use to acquire such an “abstract” concept from early on. Among dynamic cues, start from rest by 
self-propulsion is critical to trigger animacy perception in adults13, and recent comparative studies demonstrated 
that sensitivity to this visual motion cue is present from birth in chicks43 and human newborns46. In addition to 
such visual cues of motion, in the present work we demonstrated that human newborns’ attention is triggered 
also by stimuli that abruptly change their speed without any contact with external forces or objects.

In line with those studies that demonstrated that the presence of one change in speed does not favor much 
the perception of animacy in adults8,13, we found that a single change in speed is not sufficient to elicit a visual 
preference in newborns (Experiment 1 and 2). On the contrary, newborns looked longer at the object that sud-
denly increased and then decreased its speed compared to the same object that moves at a constant speed (Experi-
ment 3). Further, when the object abruptly decreased and then increased its speed (Experiment 4), newborns 
did not show any visual preference. Overall, results suggest that newborns have some rudimentary attentional 
bias toward speed-changes, but they need to have sufficient information (e.g. two consecutive abrupt speed 

Figure 2.   Average percentage of visual preference for the speed-change event in the four Experiments. The 
error bars represent the 95% Confidence Interval for the mean value.

Figure 3.   Average percentage of number of orienting responses for the speed-change event in the four 
Experiments. The error bars represent the 95% Confidence Interval for the mean value.
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changes), and that the ordering of the speed change has a role in eliciting their visual preference. Apparently, 
an abrupt speed increase, followed by a sudden speed decrease, is a powerful combination of speed changes for 
eliciting newborns’ preference.

An interesting point concerns the fact that, in order to investigate newborns’ sensitivity to speed-changes, the 
stimuli employed here resemble a step acceleration or deceleration change. Indeed, our “speed-change stimulus” 
abruptly increased or decreased their speed, without any pause. Therefore, to test whether the visual percep-
tual system at birth is sensitive to acceleration, future studies should implement stimuli, such those employed 
in the present study, with a gradual speed change, that is the more natural speed profile expected for animate 
creatures. Indeed, we already know that such stimulus manipulation elicited a spontaneous preference for the 
natural speed changing stimulus in visually naïve chicks44, but not in human newborns47,48. However, it must 
be pointed out that in the study on newborns, the stimuli employed were complex Point-Light Display (PLD) 
of goal-directed grasping hand actions and, therefore, no direct comparison between the results of the previous 
and present study can be done.

Overall, the present work showed that newborns respond also to changes in speed of already moving stimuli, 
in addition to start from rest by self-propelled movement found in a previous study46, supporting the hypoth-
esis that since birth our species has some attentional biases toward visual cues of motion that trigger animacy 
perception in adults.

These biases might be considered as the building blocks on which, during the development, infants and adults 
enhance their ability to discriminate animate from inanimate beings. The present result, if considered together 
with similar data found in visually naïve chicks44, demonstrated the presence of attentional predispositions tuned 
toward one of the general properties of animate creatures that older infants and adults perceived as animate.

Although speed changes and start from rest by self-propulsion are motion cues that elicit newborns’ visual 
preferences, how these cues interact to promote such preferences is still largely unknown. Therefore, future 
studies should investigate whether one of these visual cues is more powerful compared to the other, or whether 
they have additive effects in triggering newborns’ attention.

To conclude, our data are compatible with the idea that an initial sensitivity to low-level visual cues leads 
infants from birth to attend to visual cues of motion that characterized animate beings49, and to learn rich cor-
relations among these cues as they parse animates from inanimates (i.e., cue-based bootstrapping model, 42). This 
learning appears to be central to infants’ later concept of animacy, guiding their socio-emotional understanding, 
the theory of mind, and predictions of action17,26,40. The extent to which experience is needed for the expression 
of animacy distinction should be tested in future.

Understanding how our visual system perceives animacy is a mandatory step in understanding how we 
perceive the social world. The perception of animacy is an automatic process that begins in early infancy, but in 
some cases this perception develops atypically, leading to difficulties in perceiving animacy, such as in the case 
of autism spectrum disorders50,51 (see some recent studies on an animal model of autism52). Therefore, knowing 
more about the quality of motions that triggers such a fundamental perceptual ability is vital to understanding 
how our social cognition works in both typical and atypical individuals.

Methods
Participants.  A total of 61 healthy and full-term newborns were tested (31 males). Thirteen babies were 
excluded from analyses because they showed a position bias (n = 5) (i.e., he looked in one direction more than 
80% of the total fixation time)46,53 or because they became tired and started crying during testing (n = 8).

Figure 4.   Mean duration fixation toward speed-change and constant speed stimuli in the four Experiments. 
The error bars represent the 95% Confidence Interval for the mean value.
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Therefore, the final sample comprised 48 (28 males) healthy and full-term newborns. They were randomly 
assigned to one of the four Experiments: n = 12 in Experiment 1, n = 11 in Experiment 2, n = 13 in Experiment 3, 
and n = 12 in Experiment 4. Their postnatal age ranged from 12 to 139 h (Mage = 43.4 h, SD = 27.8). All subjects 
met the normal delivery screening criteria, had a birth weight between 2440 and 4105 g (M = 3325 g, SD = 440.5), 
and had an Apgar score > 9 at 5 min. Newborns were tested only if awake and in an alert state, and after the 
parents had provided informed consent. All the experiments described have been carried out in accordance with 
the Declaration of Helsinki. Further, the Azienda Ospedale—Università degli Studi di Padova has licensed all 
experimental procedures (Protocol number: 91644645).

Stimuli.  Stimuli consisted of two video-animation events displayed on an Apple LED Cinema Display (Flat 
Panel 30″) computer monitor (refresh rate = 60 Hz, 2560 × 1600), representing the movement of an object (i.e., 
a gray ball of 3 cm of diameter already used in previous studies with human newborns45,46. The baby sat on an 
experimenter’s lap at a distance of approximately 30 cm from the computer screen, therefore at such distance 
1 degree of visual angle is equivalent to 0.53 cm. In each of the four Experiments, two stimuli were presented 
simultaneously on the screen, on the right and one on the left. In both events, the object always entered the new-
born’s view already in motion, appearing from the external limit of a white background, therefore no cues about 
“start from rest” were available. Similarly, once completed its motion, the object disappeared from view while 
still moving. After the entrance, the object always moved along a straight trajectory towards the center of the 
screen. One stimulus was always characterized by the presence of visible speed-changes (i.e., speed increment 
or decrement, and both) during his trajectory, whereas the other moved at a constant speed (see Fig. 1). Videos 
were produced by looping the animations.

Experiment 1.  An object that increases its speed without the contact of external forces and a speed-constant 
stimulus were presented. In the speed-change stimulus, the object suddenly increased its speed at one-third 
(5.3 cm, 10.02°) of the distance (16 cm, 28.07°). The speed changed from 3.36 deg/s to 6.08 deg/s. In contrast, in 
the speed-constant stimulus the object covered the same distance (16 cm) at a constant speed of 4.95 deg/s. Both 
events described lasted 6 s (150 frames, 25 frames/s).

Experiment 2.  The speed-change stimulus comprised an object that suddenly decreases its speed without any 
contact with external forces at one-third (5.3 cm, 10.02°) of the distance (16 cm, 28.07°). The speed changed 
from 6.08 deg/s to 3.36 deg/s. In contrast, in the speed-constant stimulus, the object covered the same distance 
(16 cm) at a constant speed of 3.81 deg/s. Both events described lasted 7.5 s (188 frames, 25 frames/s) (see Figs. 1 
and 5).

Experiment 3.  The speed change stimulus was an object that suddenly increased its speed at one third (5.3 cm, 
10.02°) of the total distance (16 cm, 28.07°), and then decreased it back to the original speed at two third of the 
way (10.6 cm, 19.46°). The speed changed from 3.36 deg/s to 6.08 deg/s and then returned at 3.36 deg/s. In con-
trast, in the constant-speed motion event, the object covered the same distance (16 cm) at a constant speed of 
3.81 deg/s. Both events described lasted 8 s (200 frames, 25 frames/s).

Experiment 4.  An object that abruptly decreased its speed at one third (5.3 cm, 10.02°) of the total distance 
(16 cm, 28.07°) and then increased it back to the original speed at two third of the way (10.6 cm, 19.46°), char-
acterized the speed-change stimulus. In this case, the speed changed from 6.08 deg/s to 3.36 deg/s and then 

Figure 5.   Schematic representation of the events used in the four Experiments. Panel (a) Experiment 1 and 
2, left sequence represents the Speed-Change Event and right sequence the Constant Speed Event. Panel (b) 
Experiments 2 and 3, left sequence represents the Speed-Change Event and right sequence the Constant Speed 
Event.
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returned at 6.08 deg/s. In contrast, in the constant-speed motion event, the object covered the same distance 
(16 cm) at a constant speed of 4.57 deg/s. Both events described lasted 6.5 s (163 frames, 25 frames/s) (see Figs. 1 
and 5).

To note, the low speed values adopted here derive from previous studies. For instance, it has been shown54, 
using a visual preference procedure, estimated thresholds at about 1.4 deg/s at 4 weeks of age, and 6.7 deg/s at 
10 weeks55,56.

Apparatus and procedure.  We employed the infant-control preferential looking technique57. Stimuli 
presentation and data collection were performed using E-Prime 2.0. The baby sat on an experimenter’s lap in 
front of the screen and white curtains were drawn on both sides of the newborn to prevent interference from 
irrelevant distractors. Above the monitor, the video camera recorded the eye movements of newborns to control 
their looking behavior on-line and to allow off-line coding of their fixations46 (see Fig. 6).

At the beginning of each experimental condition, a red disc on a black background appeared to attract the 
newborn’s gaze to the centre of the monitor (i.e., fixation point). In a continuous fashion, the disc changed in 
size from small (diameter of 1.8 cm) to large (diameter of 2.5 cm), and vice-versa until the newborn’s gaze was 
properly aligned with the red disc. The red disk blinked at a rate of 300 ms on, and 300 ms off. The sequence of 
trials was then started by a second experimenter who watched the newborn’s eyes through the monitor. When the 
newborn’ s gaze was aligned with the red disk, the second experimenter pressed a keyboard key that automati-
cally turned off the central disc activated the onset of the stimuli and a timer on the video, thereby initiating the 
sequence of trials. Because stimuli were presented bilaterally on the left and the right side of the monitor with 
a convergent motion pattern (from peripheral to the central visual field), each newborn was given two paired 
presentations (trials 1 and 2) of the test stimuli. In each trial, the position of the stimuli was reversed (the initial 
left–right order of presentation was counterbalanced across subjects). A trial ended when the newborn did not 
fixate on the display for at least 10 s. When the newborn shifted his/her gaze away from the stimuli for more 
than 10 s, the stimuli were removed and the disc was turned on to start Trial 2. The experiment finished when 
the newborn shifted his/her gaze away from the stimuli for more than 10 s during Trial 2.

The four Experiments were planned and conducted as completely independent experiments, and thus, no 
direct comparison among the experiments was applicable and no correction for the alpha level in any of the 
statistical tests was conducted for each of the experiments.

We recorded both the baby’s eye-movement by a camera in front of the stimuli presented and the trial 
sequence in order to permit the coding off-line frame by frame. Further, a timer on the video that starts exactly 
at the same time when the first trial starts allows us to synchronize the video of the baby’s eyes and the stimuli’s 
sequence to connect the exact moment on the frame to the presented stimuli.

Two coders, unaware of the stimuli presented, analyzed off-line the videos by coding newborns’ eye move-
ments frame-by-frame. The average level of inter-observer agreement was Pearson’s r = 0.93, p < 0.001.

According to Cohen’s model of infants’ attention58, the dependent variables that we recorded are i) the total 
number of orienting responses towards the stimuli as index of the attention getting mechanisms. This index is 
calculated as the sum of how many times newborns orient their gaze towards either the stimulus on the left or the 
stimulus on the right in both trials, and ii) the mean duration of fixation towards the stimuli as an index of the 
attention holding mechanisms. Moreover, we calculated the percentage of visual preference in each experimental 

Figure 6.   Schematic representation of the Lab Set up during data collection. On the right, the black line 
circle represents the baby sitting on the experimenter’s lap (the dot line circle) at a distance of 30 cm from the 
computer screen (the thin grey rectangle). At such a distance 1 degree of visual angle is equivalent to 0.53 cm. 
Above the monitor, the video camera (the black square connected to a monitor behind the newborns’ computer 
screen) recorded the eye movements of newborns. On the left, the second experimenter (the dashed line circle) 
manages the stimuli presentation with E-prime 2.0 installed on a second computer (black line rectangle).
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condition, defined as the total fixation time (TFT) toward the speed-change stimulus divided by the total fixa-
tion time spent in looking at both stimuli (TFT speed-change/TFT speed-change + TFT constant-speed) and 
compared this percentage to the chance level (50%). Scores significantly above 50% indicate a visual preference 
for the speed-change stimulus. These analyses are traditionally performed with data from newborns50,59 To note, 
results on the total number of orienting responses missed statistical significance and therefore we did not report 
them (but see Supplementary Information).

In addition, we decided to conduct further analyses in order to investigate whether the sudden speed changes 
motion per se attracted newborns’ attention in each experimental condition. We analysed the location where 
newborns were looking at the exact time when the object changes its speed. To do so, we calculated the total 
number of orienting responses towards the object that changes its speed and divided this number by the total 
number of orienting responses towards both stimuli at the same exact time, X 10046. Since in Experiment 3 and 
4 there were two consecutive speed changes each and newborns who looked at the first change remained on 
that stimulus and looked also at the second one (Experiment 3, t12 = 0.26, p = 0.80 and Experiment 4, t11 = 0.90, 
p = 0.39), we collapsed together the two speed changes.

Data availability
The dataset of the present study is available from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Received: 7 April 2020; Accepted: 3 December 2020

References
	 1.	 Blakemore, S. J. et al. The detection of contingency and animacy from simple animations in the human brain. Cereb. Cortex 13, 

837–844. https​://doi.org/10.1093/cerco​r/13.8.837 (2003).
	 2.	 Craighero, L., Leo, I., Umiltà, C. & Simion, F. Newborns’ preference for goal-directed actions. Cognition 120, 26–32. https​://doi.

org/10.1016/j.cogni​tion.2011.02.011 (2011).
	 3.	 Di Giorgio, E. et al. Filial responses as predisposed and learned preferences: Early attachment in chicks and babies. Behav. Brain 

Res. 325, 90–104. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbr.2016.09.018 (2017).
	 4.	 Rosa-Salva, O., Mayer, U. & Vallortigara, G. Roots of a social brain: Developmental models of emerging animacy-detection 

mechanisms. Neurosci. Biobehav. R. 50, 150–168. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubi​orev.2014.12.015 (2015).
	 5.	 Rutherford, M. D. Evidence for specialized perception of animate motion. In Social Perception: Detection and Interpretation of 

Animacy, Agency, and Intention (eds Rutherford, M. D. & Kuhlmeier, V. A.) 115–138 (MIT Press, Cambridge, 2013).
	 6.	 Scholl, B. J. & Gao, T. Perceiving animacy and intentionality: visual processing or higher-level judgment? In Social Perception: 

Detection and Interpretation of Animacy, Agency, and Intention (eds Rutherford, M. D. & Kuhlmeier, V. A.) 197–230 (MIT Press, 
Cambridge, 2013).

	 7.	 Gao, T., Newman, G. E. & Scholl, B. J. The psychophysics of chasing: A case study in the perception of animacy. Cognit. Psychol. 
59, 154–179. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogps​ych.2009.03.001 (2009).

	 8.	 Gyulai, E. Considerations on perception of animacy in the motion of a single object. Percept. Motor Skill. 99, 1014–1026. https​://
doi.org/10.2466/pms.99.3.1014-1026 (2004).

	 9.	 Santos, N. S., David, N., Bente, G. & Vogeley, K. Parametric induction of animacy experience. Conscious. Cogn. 17, 425–437. https​
://doi.org/10.1016/j.conco​g.2008.03.012 (2008).

	10.	 Scholl, B. J. & Tremoulet, P. D. Perceptual causality and animacy. Trends Cogn. Sci. 4, 299–309. https​://doi.org/10.1016/S1364​
-6613(00)01506​-0 (2000).

	11.	 Schultz, J. & Bülthoff, H. H. Parametric animacy percept evoked by a single moving dot mimicking natural stimuli. J. Vis. 13, 15. 
https​://doi.org/10.1167/13.4.15 (2013).

	12.	 Szego, P. A. & Rutherford, M. D. Life is not just in the fast lane: Dissociating the perceptions of speed and animacy. J. Vis. 7, 480–480. 
https​://doi.org/10.1167/7.9.480 (2007).

	13.	 Tremoulet, P. D. & Feldman, J. Perception of animacy from the motion of a single object. Perception 29, 943–951. https​://doi.
org/10.1068/p3101​ (2000).

	14.	 Tremoulet, P. D. & Feldman, J. The influence of spatial context and the role of intentionality in the interpretation of animacy from 
motion. Percept. Psychophys. 68, 1047–1058. https​://doi.org/10.3758/BF031​93364​ (2006).

	15.	 Heider, F. & Simmel, M. An experimental study of apparent behavior. Am. J. Psychol. 57, 243–249. https​://doi.org/10.2307/14169​
50 (1944).

	16.	 Abrams, R. A. & Christ, S. E. Motion onset captures attention. Psychol. Sci. 14, 427–432. https​://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9280.01458​ 
(2003).

	17.	 Arterberry, M. E. & Bornstein, M. H. Infant perceptual and conceptual categorization: The roles of static and dynamic stimulus 
attributes. Cognition 86, 1–24. https​://doi.org/10.1016/S0010​-0277(02)00108​-7 (2002).

	18.	 Baker, R. K., Pettigrew, T. L. & Poulin-Dubois, D. Infants’ ability to associate motion paths with object kinds. Infant Behav. Dev. 
37, 119–129. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.infbe​h.2013.12.005 (2014).

	19.	 Gelman, R. First principles organize attention to and learning about relevant data: Number and the animate-inanimate distinction 
as examples. Cognit. Sci. 14, 79–106. https​://doi.org/10.1207/s1551​6709c​og140​1_5 (1990).

	20.	 Premack, D. The infant’s theory of self-propelled objects. Cognition 36, 1–16. https​://doi.org/10.1016/0010-0277(90)90051​-K 
(1990).

	21.	 Saxe, R., Tzelnic, T. & Carey, S. Knowing who dunnit: Infants identify the causal agent in an unseen causal interaction. Dev. Psychol. 
43, 149. https​://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.43.1.149 (2007).

	22.	 Spelke, E. S. & Kinzler, K. D. Core knowledge. Dev. Sci. 10, 89–96. https​://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2007.00569​.x (2007).
	23.	 Spelke, E. S., Phillips, A. & Woodward, A. L. Infant’s knowledge of object motion and human action. In Causal Cognition (eds 

Sperber, D. et al.) 44–78 (Clarendon, Oxford, 1995).
	24.	 Shimizu, Y. A. & Johnson, S. P. Infants’ attribution of a goal to a morphologically unfamiliar agent. Dev. Sci. 7, 425–430. https​://

doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2004.00362​.x (2004).
	25.	 Surian, L. & Caldi, S. Infants’ individuation of agents and inert objects. Dev. Sci. 13, 143–150. https​://doi.org/10.111

1/j.1467-7687.2009.00873​.x (2010).
	26.	 Träuble, B., Pauen, S. & Poulin-Dubois, D. Speed and direction changes induce the perception of animacy in 7-month-old infants. 

Front. Psychol. 5, 1141. https​://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg​.2014.01141​ (2014).
	27.	 Golinkoff, R., Harding, C., Carlson, V. & Sexton, M. E. The infant’s perception of causal events: the distinction between animate 

and inanimate objects. In Advances in Infancy Research (eds Lipsitt, L. P. & Rovee-Collier, C.) 145–151 (Ablex, New York, 1984).

https://doi.org/10.1093/cercor/13.8.837
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2011.02.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2011.02.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbr.2016.09.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2014.12.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogpsych.2009.03.001
https://doi.org/10.2466/pms.99.3.1014-1026
https://doi.org/10.2466/pms.99.3.1014-1026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2008.03.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.concog.2008.03.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1364-6613(00)01506-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1364-6613(00)01506-0
https://doi.org/10.1167/13.4.15
https://doi.org/10.1167/7.9.480
https://doi.org/10.1068/p3101
https://doi.org/10.1068/p3101
https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03193364
https://doi.org/10.2307/1416950
https://doi.org/10.2307/1416950
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9280.01458
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0010-0277(02)00108-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infbeh.2013.12.005
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15516709cog1401_5
https://doi.org/10.1016/0010-0277(90)90051-K
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.43.1.149
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2007.00569.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2004.00362.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2004.00362.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2009.00873.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2009.00873.x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.01141


9

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |          (2021) 11:542  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79451-3

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	28.	 Poulin-Dubois, D., Lepage, A. & Ferland, D. Infants’ concept of animacy. Cogn. Dev. 11, 19–36. https​://doi.org/10.1016/S0885​
-2014(96)90026​-X (1996).

	29.	 Csibra, G. Goal attribution to inanimate agents by 6.5-month-old infants. Cognition 10, 705–717. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogni​
tion.2007.08.001 (2008).

	30.	 Csibra, G., Bíró, S., Koós, O. & Gergely, G. One-year-old infants use teleological representations of actions productively. Cogn. Sci. 
27, 111–133. https​://doi.org/10.1207/s1551​6709c​og270​1_4 (2003).

	31.	 Luo, Y. Three-month-old infants attribute goals to a non-human agent. Dev. Sci. 14, 453–460. https​://doi.org/10.111
1/j.1467-7687.2010.00995​.x (2011).

	32.	 Luo, Y. & Baillargeon, R. Can a self-propelled box have a goal? Psychological reasoning in 5-month-old infants. Psychol. Sci. 16, 
601–608. https​://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2005.01582​.x (2005).

	33.	 Luo, Y., Kaufman, L. & Baillargeon, R. Young infants’ reasoning about physical events involving inert and self-propelled objects. 
Cogn. Psychol. 58, 441–486. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogps​ych.2008.11.001 (2009).

	34.	 Frankenhuis, W. E., House, B., Barrett, H. C. & Johnson, S. P. Infants’ perception of chasing. Cognition 126, 224–233. https​://doi.
org/10.1016/j.cogni​tion.2012.10.001 (2013).

	35.	 Leslie, A. M. ToMM, ToBY, and agency: core architecture and domain specificity. In Mapping the Mind: Domain Specificity in 
Cognition and Culture (eds Hirschfeld, L. & Gelman, S.) 119–148 (Cambridge University Press, New York, 1994).

	36.	 Mandler, J. M. Conceptual categorization. In Early Category and Concept Development (eds Rakison, D. & Oakes, L. M.) 103–131 
(Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003).

	37.	 Vallortigara, G. Core knowledge of object, number, and geometry: A comparative and neural approach. Cogn. Neuropsychol. 29, 
213–236. https​://doi.org/10.1080/02643​294.2012.65477​2 (2012).

	38.	 Vallortigara, G. Aristotle and the chicken: Animacy and the origins of beliefs. In The Theory of Evolution and its Impact (ed. Fasolo, 
A.) 189–200 (Springer, New York, 2012).

	39.	 Rakison, D. H. Developing knowledge of objects’ motion properties in infancy. Cognition 96, 183–214. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.
cogni​tion.2004.07.007 (2005).

	40.	 Rakison, D. H., Lupyan, G., Oakes, L. M. & Walker-Andrews, A. S. Developing object concepts in infancy: An associative learning 
perspective. Monogr. Soc. Res. Child Dev. i-127, https​://www.jstor​.org/stabl​e/30162​860 (2008).

	41.	 Rakison, D. H. & Poulin-Dubois, D. Developmental origin of the animate–inanimate distinction. Psychol. Bull. 127, 209–228. https​
://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.127.2.209 (2001).

	42.	 Biro, S. & Leslie, A. M. Infants’ perception of goal directed actions: Development through cue-based bootstrapping. Dev. Sci. 10, 
379–398. https​://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2006.00544​.x (2007).

	43.	 Mascalzoni, E., Regolin, L. & Vallortigara, G. Innate sensitivity for self-propelled causal agency in newly hatched chicks. Proc. Nat. 
Acad. Sci. USA 107, 4483–4485. https​://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.09087​92107​ (2010).

	44.	 Rosa-Salva, O., Grassi, M., Lorenzi, E., Regolin, L. & Vallortigara, G. Spontaneous preference for visual cues of animacy in naïve 
domestic chicks: The case of speed changes. Cognition 157, 49–60. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogni​tion.2016.08.014 (2016).

	45.	 Mascalzoni, E., Regolin, L., Vallortigara, G. & Simion, F. The cradle of causal reasoning: Newborns’ preference for physical causality. 
Dev. Sci. 16, 327–335. https​://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12018​ (2013).

	46.	 Di Giorgio, E., Lunghi, M., Simion, F. & Vallortigara, G. Visual cues of motion that trigger animacy perception at birth: The case 
of self-propulsion. Dev. Sci. 20, e12394. https​://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12394​ (2017).

	47.	 Fox, R. & McDaniel, C. The perception of biological motion by human infants. Science 218, 486–487. https​://doi.org/10.1126/scien​
ce.71232​49 (1982).

	48.	 Craighero, L., Ghirardi, V., Lunghi, M., Panin, F. & Simion, F. Two-day-old newborns learn to discriminate accelerated-decelerated 
biological kinematics from constant velocity motion. Cognition 195, 104126. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogni​tion.2019.10412​6 
(2020).

	49.	 Simion, F., Bardi, L., Mascalzoni, E. & Regolin, L. From motion cues to social perception: innate predispositions. In Social Percep-
tion: Detection and Interpretation of Animacy, Agency, and Intention (eds Rutherford, M. D. & Kuhlmeier, V. A.) 37–72 (MIT Press, 
Cambridge, 2013).

	50.	 Di Giorgio, E. et al. Difference in visual social predispositions between newborns at low- and high-risk for autism. Sci. Rep. 6, 
26395. https​://doi.org/10.1038/srep2​6395 (2016).

	51.	 Rutherford, M. D., Pennington, B. F. & Rogers, S. J. The perception of animacy in young children with autism. J. Autism Dev. Disord. 
36, 983–992. https​://doi.org/10.1007/s1080​3-006-0136-8 (2006).

	52.	 Lorenzi, E. et al. Embryonic exposure to valproic acid impairs social predispositions for dynamic cues of animate motion in newly-
hatched chicks. Front. Psychol. 10, 501. https​://doi.org/10.3389/fphys​.2019.00501​ (2019).

	53.	 Bulf, H., Johnson, S. P. & Valenza, E. Visual statistical learning in the newborn infant. Cognition 121, 127–132. https​://doi.
org/10.1016/j.cogni​tion.2011.06.010 (2011).

	54.	 Kaufmann, F., Stucki, M. & Kaufmann-Hayoz, R. Development of infants’ sensitivity for slow and rapid motions. Infant Behav. 
Dev. 8(1), 89–98 (1985).

	55.	 Wattam-Bell, J. Visual motion processing in one-month-old infants: Preferential looking experiments. Vis. Res. 36(11), 1671–1677 
(1996).

	56.	 Kellman, P. J. Ontogenesis of space and motion perception. In Perception of Space and Motion (eds Epstein, W. & Rogers, S.) 327–364 
(Academic Press, New York, 1995).

	57.	 Fantz, R. L. The origin of form perception. Sci. Am. 204, 66–72 (1961).
	58.	 Cohen, L. B. Attention-getting and attention-holding processes of infant visual preferences. Child Dev. 43, 869–879. https​://doi.

org/10.2307/11276​38 (1972).
	59.	 Di Giorgio, E. et al. A mental number line in human newborns. Dev. Sci. 22(6), e12801. https​://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12801​ (2019).

Acknowledgements
The authors are deeply indebted to Professor Eugenio Baraldi, Director of the Intensive Care Unit and Professor 
Giorgio Perilongo Director of the Department of Women and Child Health for their collaboration. Special thanks 
to the nursing staff of the Pediatric Clinic (Azienda Ospedaliera) to the babies who took part in the study and 
to their parents, to Elena Berto, Daniela Carà, and Anna Bianchi for assistance with newborn testing. This study 
was carried out within the framework of the agreement between the University and the Azienda Ospedaliera of 
Padova prot.: 91644645. The research was supported from the European Research Council under the European 
Union’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7/2007‐2013) Grant ERC‐2011‐ADG_20110406, Project No: 461 
295517, PREMESOR to G.V. and supported by Fondazione Caritro Grant Biomarker DSA [40102839] to G.V., 
PRIN 2018, Project No: 20152M5A5J, to G.V.

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0885-2014(96)90026-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0885-2014(96)90026-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2007.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2007.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15516709cog2701_4
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2010.00995.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2010.00995.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2005.01582.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogpsych.2008.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2012.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2012.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/02643294.2012.654772
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2004.07.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2004.07.007
https://www.jstor.org/stable/30162860
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.127.2.209
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.127.2.209
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2006.00544.x
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0908792107
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2016.08.014
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12018
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12394
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.7123249
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.7123249
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2019.104126
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep26395
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-006-0136-8
https://doi.org/10.3389/fphys.2019.00501
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2011.06.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2011.06.010
https://doi.org/10.2307/1127638
https://doi.org/10.2307/1127638
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12801


10

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |          (2021) 11:542  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79451-3

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Author contributions
E.D.G., M.L., G.V. and F.S. designed the study; M.L. designed the stimuli; E.D.G. and M.L. collected and analyzed 
the data, and did the statistical analyses; E.D.G interpreted the data and wrote the manuscript; M.L., G.V. and 
F.S. discussed the results and critically revised the manuscript.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https​://doi.
org/10.1038/s4159​8-020-79451​-3.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to E.D.G.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creat​iveco​mmons​.org/licen​ses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2021

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79451-3
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79451-3
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Newborns’ sensitivity to speed changes as a building block for animacy perception
	Results
	Discussion
	Methods
	Participants. 
	Stimuli. 
	Experiment 1. 
	Experiment 2. 
	Experiment 3. 
	Experiment 4. 

	Apparatus and procedure. 

	References
	Acknowledgements


