
Research Paper 

The research article that I read was “Detecting the Snake in the Grass: Attention to Fear-

Relevant Stimuli by Adults and Young Children” by Vanessa LoBue and Judy S. DeLoache. 

This article outlines a study in which a group of researchers intended to find out whether a fear 

of snakes is evolutionarily predisposed in people by having young children attempt to identify an 

image of a snake against other nonthreatening stimuli such as flowers and other animals. This 

experiment was proposed because previous experiments designed to test the same theory have 

only used adult subjects that have presumably had more experience with snakes, thus developed 

a more complicated fear of them, and also previous experiments have only had subjects locate 

snakes against flowers and have not included other animals. In this study, both adults and 

children were presented with photos and asked to locate the single threatening stimuli, a snake, 

against all of the nonthreatening stimuli, or vice versa. Three experiments were conducted in 

which children and their parents were tested to see if they could detect snakes more quickly than 

other nonthreatening stimuli, with each nonthreatening stimuli getting closer in appearance to a 

snake as the experiments progressed. In experiment 1, the nonthreatening stimuli was flowers. In 

experiment 2, frogs. And in experiment 3, caterpillars. Results of these three experiments 

showed that both young children and adults detect snakes faster than they detected other stimuli. 

These results point to the conclusion that humans may indeed have an evolutionary bias to detect 

relevant threats. It should also be noted that a control experiment was done in which subjects 

Grade = 25/25

The summary is thorough and complete, outlining the 
main questions, methods, and findings. There are 5 
thoughtful comments touching on: potential follow-up 
studies, related class topics, and design modifications.



were asked to locate certain nonthreatening stimuli against other different nonthreatening 

stimuli; in this case it was flowers and frogs. The results of this experiment showed no bias in 

detecting either stimuli compared to the other, providing further support for the evolutionary 

threat detection theory. (LoBue and DeLoache 284-289). 

Questions and Comments 

1. The results of this study that suggest that humans may be predisposed to detect the

threatening stimuli of snakes, but does this bias extend to other threats such as sharks or

lions? A possible follow-up study could be done on this.

2. I might change this study so that in experiment 3, where the nonthreatening stimuli is

intended to look the most similar to snakes, the nonthreatening stimuli would be another

long reptile such as a salamander. I wonder if it would be more difficult to detect a snake

amongst salamanders compared to caterpillars because salamanders look more similar to

snakes. Would this affect the data?

3. This study reminds me of when we discussed historical theories in class such as Charles’

Darwin’s theory of evolution. This study has a lot to do with Darwin because it’s trying

to uncover whether or not humans have a predisposition to locate threats due to

something that developed over time through evolution.

4. This study also reminds me of when we discussed Freud in class and his idea of the

subconscious. Reading this study made me wonder if perhaps the predisposition to detect

threats is buried in the subconscious of people, and part of the ID is the instinctual drive

to locate and avoid threats such as snakes.

5. A follow-up study could be done to attempt to determine precisely what about snakes is

so attention grabbing for humans. At the end of this study, questions are raised as to why



 

this occurs, but no answers are given. Perhaps experimenters could conduct a study 

similar in design to this one but instead of testing snakes against other animals and plants, 

test specific features of snakes such as their eyes or their body shape against animals that 

have similar features but are not snakes. 
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