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Synonyms
Joint attention

Definition

Social referencing refers to the process wherein infants use
the affective displays of an adult to regulate their behaviors
toward environmental objects, persons, and situations.
Social referencing represents one of the major mecha-
nisms by which infants come to understand the world
around them.

Description

In the last quarter of the first year, infants become capable
of integrating interpersonal communication with objects
and situations in the environment. Infants in this period
are capable of viewing their parents as teachers and
sources of knowledge about the environment; thus, there
is true two-person communication about third events,
including people and objects in the environment, which
yields meaning about the world to the infant [2]. With
newly acquired knowledge about environmental events,
infants are capable of regulating their behaviors toward
people and objects in accordance with the appraisals given
them by caregivers.

Social referencing is perhaps the emotional corner-
stone of this developmental period because it both
broadens and deepens the infant’s emotional life [3, 11].
Social referencing refers to the process wherein infants use
the affective displays of an adult to regulate their behaviors

toward environmental objects, persons, and situations [1].
In one of the most common paradigms used to study
social referencing, an ambiguous and novel object is intro-
duced to infants between the ages of 9 and 18 months.
Upon the introduction of the object, an adult emotes, via
facial and vocal modalities, either a positive or a negative
signal to the infant. Of interest is (a) how the child’s
emotional displays are regulated and (b) how the child’s
instrumental behaviors, such as reaching, are regulated as
a function of the adult’s emotional displays. If, for exam-
ple, a mother displays disgust in relation to a novel object,
an infant tends to avoid the object and express negative
emotions, but in the context of a happy display from the
mother, the infant tends to readily approach the object [2].
Social referencing represents one of the major mecha-
nisms by which infants come to understand the world
around them [2].

The most powerful regulatory effects of social
referencing were demonstrated using a visual cliff para-
digm [8]. In this experiment, the investigators placed the
infant on the shallow side of a visuzl cliff, and the mother
stood at the deep side (30 ¢m) in front of the infant. The
mother coaxed the child to the edge of the cliff and when
the infant looked up at her, she posed 1 of 5 facial displays
(happy, interest, fear, anger, and sad). When 12-month-
old infants approached the edge of the cliff and saw their
mothers pose a “fear face,” none of the 17 infants crossed,
and when they saw an “angry face” only 2 infants crossed.
In contrast, 14 of the 19 infants in the happy face condi-
tion and 11 of the 15 infants in the interest condition
crossed the cliff after referencing their mothers. Finally,
infants showed mixed responses to their mothers’ sad
facial displays (6 of the 18 infants in the sad face condition
crossed the cliff, the other 12 infants did not).

The findings concerning the regulatory effects of
a variety of emotions on infant behavior in social
referencing paradigms have been extraordinarily consis-
tent [2, 7]. Four general conclusions emerge from the liter-
ature. First, the emotional expressions of others appropriately
elicit approach and withdrawal behavior in a variety of set-
tings. Second, vocal expressions alone, and together with the
face, regulate infants’ behaviors more powerfully than facial
expressions alone [6, 7, 10]. Third, negative emotional
displays elicit withdrawal from objects more readily than
displays of joy elicit approach [3, 6, 9]. Finally, infants
regulate their behavior in accordance with emotional dis-
plays from either the mother or anather adult [4, 5].

In sum, social referencing represents one of the
most significant milestones of emotional development
in infancy. Many questions remain unanswered, how-
ever. For example, how does social referencing develop



over time? What individual differences exist in social
referencing? What cognitive and perceptual skills enter
into the development of social referencing? Future
research holds the key to these questions.
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