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LATEST FINDINGS: DOLL PLAY PROMPTS CHILDREN TO TALK ABOUT OTHERS’ 
THOUGHTS AND EMOTIONS  

 

• Year two of the study builds on long-term research from Cardiff University neuroscientists exploring 
the impact of doll play on children, commissioned by Barbie® 

• In year one of the study, research found playing with dolls activated parts of the brain that 
allow children to develop empathy and social processing skills 

 
EL SEGUNDO, Calif., February 8, 2022 - Mattel, Inc. (NASDAQ: MAT) announced that Barbie and 
a team of neuroscientists at Cardiff University have released the latest findings from a multi-
year study exploring the short and long-term developmental impacts of doll play. In the study’s 
second year, researchers investigated the importance of what kids say while they play and 
found children use increased language about others’ thoughts and emotions when playing 
alone with dolls.  
 
The latest research found children talked more about others’ thoughts and emotions, a concept 
known as internal state language (ISL), when playing with dolls than while playing tablet games. 
Speaking about others’ internal states allows children to practice social skills they can utilize 
when interacting with people in the real world and can potentially be beneficial to children’s 
overall emotional development.  
 
“When children create imaginary worlds and role play with dolls, they communicate at first out 
loud and then internalize the message about others' thoughts, emotions and feelings,” said 
researcher Dr. Sarah Gerson. “This can have positive long-lasting effects on children, such 
as driving higher rates of social and emotional processing and building social skills like empathy 
that can become internalized to build and form lifelong habits.”  
 
During observation of children*, researchers saw increased brain activity in the posterior 
superior temporal sulcus (pSTS) region when they spoke as though their dolls had thoughts and 
feelings. The pSTS region is heavily involved in the development of social and emotional 
processing skills, further supporting year 1 findings, that even when children play by themselves 
with dolls, it can help build vital social skills like empathy.  
 
The study used state-of-the-art functional, near-infrared spectroscopy equipment to explore 
activation of the brain while children played with dolls and on tablets, both by themselves and 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fnhum.2020.560176/full


 

 

with another person. The researchers found playing with dolls prompted more ISL about others 
than playing with tablet games, and using ISL about others was related to increased pSTS 
activation.   
 
“Internal state language can indicate that a child is thinking about other people's thoughts and 
emotions while playing with dolls,” said researcher Dr. Sarah Gerson. “These skills are really 
important for interacting with other people, learning from other people, and navigating a 
variety of social situations. It becomes important for making and sustaining friendships, and 
how they learn from their teachers, and parents.” 
 
Empathy and social processing skills appear to be highly valued by parents and essential as 
children continue to grow emotionally, academically and socially. In 2020, Barbie independently 
commissioned a global survey** that suggested 91 percent of parents ranked empathy as a key 
social skill they would like their child to develop, but only 26 percent were aware that doll play 
could help their child develop these crucial skills. Parents and caregivers have also been 
increasingly concerned over their children’s developmental track during the last two years. In 
fact, 61 percent of parents reported that their child’s social-emotional development had been 
negatively impacted by the pandemic***.  
 
While cognitive and social stimulation outside of homes has been limited due to the pandemic, 
the Cardiff University research suggests that doll play can offer kids the opportunity to emulate 
scenes and interactions from their daily lives. Children mimic what they see their parents, 
teachers or peers say and do, and dolls can give them an outlet to recreate what they've seen 
and heard to rehearse skills they can use in real-life social situations.  
 
The research also suggests that these findings are gender agnostic – revealing the 
comprehensive critical importance of doll play in practicing social skills.  
 
“We’re proud that when children play out stories with Barbie and vocalize their thoughts and 
emotions, they may be building crucial social skills, like empathy, that give them the tools 
needed to be confident, inclusive adults,” said Lisa McKnight, Senior Vice President and Global 
Head of Barbie and Dolls, Mattel. “As leaders in the dolls category, we look forward to 
uncovering even more benefits of doll play, grounded in neuroscience, through our long-term 
partnership with Cardiff University.” 
 
The results of this second year of research, titled Doll play prompts social thinking and social 
talking: Representations of internal state language in the brain, were published in 
Developmental Science in 2021 by Dr. Sarah Gerson and colleagues at Cardiff University’s 
Centre for Human Developmental Science, UK, as well as colleagues at King’s College London.   
  
In Fall 2020, Cardiff University and Barbie unveiled the first year results of the study, Exploring 
the Benefits of Doll Play through Neuroscience, published in Frontiers in Human Neuroscience. 
Further information on the first year results can be found here. This multi-year research effort 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/desc.13163
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explores the short-term and long-term developmental impacts of doll play, with new stages of 
research and results being conducted through 2024.    

  
Parents and caregivers can visit Barbie.com/Benefits to learn more about the research and 
access resources. 
 
*Study was commissioned by Barbie. Study was conducted with 33 boys and girls aged 4-8 years 
old  
**Survey by OnePoll in July 2020 in 22 different countries questioning 15,000 parents of children 
aged from 3-10 years old. 
***According to Harvard’s Saul Zaentz Early Education Initiative’s Early Learning Study (July 
2021) 
  
About Mattel  
Mattel is a leading global toy company and owner of one of the strongest catalogs of children’s 
and family entertainment franchises in the world. We create innovative products and 
experiences that inspire, entertain and develop children through play. We engage consumers 
through our portfolio of iconic brands, including Barbie®, Hot Wheels®, Fisher-Price®, American 
Girl®, Thomas & Friends®, UNO® and MEGA®, as well as other popular intellectual properties 
that we own or license in partnership with global entertainment companies. Our offerings 
include film and television content, gaming, music and live events. We operate in 35 locations 
and our products are available in more than 150 countries in collaboration with the world’s 
leading retail and ecommerce companies. Since its founding in 1945, Mattel is proud to be a 
trusted partner in empowering children to explore the wonder of childhood and reach their full 
potential. 
 
About Cardiff University 
Cardiff University is recognised in independent government assessments as one of Britain’s 
leading teaching and research universities and is a member of the Russell Group of the UK’s 
most research-intensive universities. The 2014 Research Excellence Framework ranked the 
University 5th in the UK for research excellence. Among its academic staff are two Nobel 
Laureates, including the winner of the 2007 Nobel Prize for Medicine, Professor Sir Martin 
Evans. Founded by Royal Charter in 1883, today the University combines impressive modern 
facilities and a dynamic approach to teaching and research. The University’s breadth of 
expertise encompasses: the College of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences; the College of 
Biomedical and Life Sciences; and the College of Physical Sciences and Engineering, along with a 
longstanding commitment to lifelong learning. Cardiff’s flagship Research Institutes are offering 
radical new approaches to pressing global problems. More at www.cardiff.ac.uk 
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