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It has been hypothesized that humans exhibit a natural interest and attrac-
tion to other species. A general proneness towards animals is observed in 
children from a very early stage of development and this evidence has sup-
ported the inclusion of different animal species both in educational and ther-
apeutic interventions aimed at promoting healthy development in children.  
However, while research efforts have been dedicated to explore human atti-
tude towards animals, and its emergence during development, very little at-
tention has been paid to the identification of specific animal characteristics 
underpinning distinct behavioral responses in humans, particularly in children. 

Accumulating behavioural and neurophysiological studies support the 
idea of infantile facial traits as highly biologically relevant stimuli rapid-
ly and unconsciously capturing attention and eliciting positive/affection-
ate behaviours, including willingness to care. Most common pet species 
(i.e., dogs and cats) exhibit both morphological and behavioral infantile 
characteristics, which have been retained into adulthood as a by-product 
of the domestication process. It has been hypothesized that the presence 
of such features might form the basis of our attraction to these species. 
 
Our research group has explored children’s attitudes (i.e. preferences) and be-
havioural responses (i.e. gaze behaviour) towards human and animal stimuli 
presenting differential morphological characteristics. The perception of cer-
tain similarities to human beings, the predictability of the behaviour, as well 
as the infantile appearance, appeared to be the best candidates to form posi-
tive attitudes towards animals. In particular, in our contribution to the endeav-
our of better understanding the mechanisms underlying human attraction to 
animals, we demonstrated an early emergence of the attentional response to 
infantile facial traits and its generalization to pet species. The impact of this 
information on the emerging human-animal interaction field will be brief-
ly described. The analysis of the specific animal characteristics able to elic-
it emotional/affiliative responses in children could ultimately help develop-
ing interventions for subjects with deficits in the social domain, as in Autism 
Spectrum Disorders, by providing salient and emotionally relevant stimuli n
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