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Abstract

The article reviews the state of knowledge on infants’ social referencing. The developmental course of social referencing
throughout infancy is described, as well as current debates on the motivation behind social referencing. Variation in social
referencing depending on the type or information, information source, and characteristics of the infant are described. Finally,
cultural variation and the presence of social referencing in nonhumans are discussed.

Classic Studies in Social Referencing

Social referencing describes the tendency to gather information
from other individuals to regulate one’s own behavior in
ambiguous situations. Social referencing was first studied in
adults (e.g., Asch, 1952; Schachter and Singer, 1962; Sherif,
1958), and until the 1980s, it was an open question whether
infants would also show this behavior. Yet it seemed likely
that they would, given that the literature on attachment,
showing that infants see their caregivers as a secure base for
exploration (e.g., Ainsworth et al., 1979) suggests that they
could also see caregivers as a source of information about the
world (Feinman and Lewis, 1983).

An additional motivation for studying social referencing in
infants was to show that emotional expressions themselves
were more than by-products of an emotional experience, but
actually used as signals to others that could alter behavior
(Sorce et al., 1985). If infants change their behavior based
solely on the emotional expressions of others, then those
expressions must have referential meaning. The emotion is
about something in the world and thus can provide useful
information for the infant.

In one of the earliest social referencing studies with infants,
Feinman and Lewis (1983) examined 10-month-old infants’
behavior toward a stranger when their mother gave positive or
neutral signals about the person either directly to the infant
or indirectly – when speaking to the stranger herself. They also
measured infants’ temperament and found that infants with
an easy temperament who received direct positive informa-
tion were more likely to approach the stranger. There were no
other differences observed. However, it is possible that the
situation was actually not ambiguous for most infants; thus
the information from their caregiver did not lead them to
adjust their behavior. That is, if infants know that a situation is
safe or dangerous, they should not look for guidance from
others.

The importance of uncertainty for social referencing was
demonstrated by Sorce et al. (1985). Their study used a visual
cliff with varying depths. That is, 12-month-old infants could
cross from a normal-looking floor to a glass side with the floor
seemingly close or far below them. When the floor was far,
infants were unsure about whether crossing was safe and thus
looked to their mother for information. If their mother’s
response was positive (i.e., a facial expression of happiness or

interest), the majority of infants crossed the visual cliff. In
contrast, if the mother’s expression showed fear or anger, very
few infants crossed. Their study also showed the importance of
an ambiguous situation for social referencing to occur. If the
floor of the visual cliff did not appear to drop off at all, infants
crossed even when their mother’s expression was of fear. In
fact, infants rarely looked to her in this situation, and even
those who did continued to cross, failing to change their
behavior.

In another classic study, Hornik and Gunnar (1988)
described the social referencing behavior of 12- and
18-month-old infants toward their caregiver in a more
natural setting. This allowed them to examine the interplay of
social referencing with other kinds of communication, such as
affect sharing. Infants were presented with a rabbit in a cage
and their behavior toward their mother was examined. The
results showed that infants’ referencing looks – those paired
with a puzzled or wary facial expression – were as likely as
affect-sharing looks when the rabbit was first introduced, and
over time, referencing looks occurred much less often
than sharing looks. This suggests that infants gather the
information they need early on, but continue to want to share
an experience with others over time. A second interesting
finding from the study was that infants classified as initially
wary or bold regarding the rabbit engaged in the same
amount of referencing to the caregiver. This may show that
social referencing can be used not only to seek valenced
information (e.g., is it safe to approach?), but also instru-
mental information (e.g., what is this?) about an ambiguous
situation.

This early work on social referencing in infancy served to
establish several typical methodologies and to set the ground-
work for future research that would more closely examine
the process and development of social referencing.

The Developmental Course of Social Referencing

The first studies on social referencing focused on children
around 1 year of age. How early do infants reference others for
information when they are in ambiguous situations? A further
question is whether referencing (i.e., seeking information) and
behavioral regulation (i.e., acting on that information) develop
at the same time.
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Earliest Evidence of Social Referencing

Using a cross-sectional design, Walden and Ogan (1988)
explored the emergence of social referencing behaviors
between 6 and 22 months of age. They found that at younger
ages (6–9 months), infants were less discriminatory in their
gaze to parents. When they looked at their parent, they did not
always look to her face, suggesting that they may have only
been checking that she was available, rather than looking for
information. Younger infants also tended to look more to their
parents when positive expressions were conveyed, whereas
older infants (14–22 months) looked more to their parent’s
fearful expressions. Infants did not reliably regulate their
behavior based on their parent’s expression until between 10
and 13 months. At that age, infants were less likely to approach
a toy after a fear reaction from the parent than a positive
reaction. In addition, older infants were the only ones more
likely to look to their parent before touching the toy. Interest-
ingly, during a later free play trial after the parent was no
longer giving emotional reactions, the older infants in their
study (14–22 months) were actually more likely to touch the
toy that had received a fear reaction, whereas the younger two
groups were less likely to. In that situation, the toys were
no longer moving or making noise and the experimenter
invited infants to play with them. Thus, older infants may have
inferred that the previously fearful toy was now safe. Together,
this study suggests that social referencing behavior emerges
around 1 year of age, but that it also continues to develop
through the second year of life. Yet with a different experi-
mental design, perhaps infants would be able to show social
referencing at even earlier ages.

Until recently, the earliest evidence of behavioral regulation
in response to other’s emotional reactions was found at 8.5
months of age. Boccia and Campos (1989) found that infants
were more wary of a stranger if their mother reacted with
a stern rather than a cheerful greeting when the stranger
entered the room. However, a recent study now shows that
already by 5.5 months of age, infants are sensitive to emotion–
object relations and regulate their own behavior based on
those relations, but only for stimuli that had both facial and
vocal emotional information (Vaillant-Molina and Bahrick,
2012). In a looking-time paradigm, infants demonstrated
recognition of the specificity of another’s emotional reactions by
showing increased attention when the actor reversed her
emotional reactions of happiness and fear to two different toys.
Interestingly, they also preferred to touch the toy previously
associated with a happy reaction. This suggests that they were
also regulating their own behavior based on the actor’s happy
and fearful reactions, although they did not have to seek out the
information as in typical social referencing paradigms. Another
difference between this study and the standard ones is that it used
habituation. Thus, the young infants were given as many repe-
titions of the emotional information as needed to fully process it.
This extensive exposure could be one reason why infants were
able to show social referencing ability at such a young age.

What Changes over Development?

Social referencing requires the ability to seek out information
when needed, understand others’ emotions, apply those
emotions to objects or situations in the world, and to regulate

behavior based on the information given. Infants’ development
in these areas can help give insight into when and how their
social referencing develops and increases in sophistication.

Information-Seeking
Information-seeking may actually be one of the latest devel-
oping aspects of social referencing. Baldwin and Moses (1996)
proposed that even though 12-month-old infants can make use
of others’ emotions to regulate their behavior, classic social
referencing paradigms do not give clear evidence that infants
actively seek out emotional information in an ambiguous
situation. Instead, they may simply come across the informa-
tion when they happen to look to an adult for other reasons,
such as comfort-seeking or checking whether the caregiver
is available. A likely prerequisite for information seeking is
a concept of knowledge and ignorance. Infants must recognize
that they lack information in an ambiguous situation and that
another person may have useful information. It is an ongoing
debate whether infants have stable concepts of knowledge and
ignorance at 12 months of age (e.g., Liszkowski et al., 2008;
Surian et al., 2007). Walden and Ogan (1988) found that
only infants over 14 months of age are likely to check with
their parent before approaching an ambiguous toy, even
though younger infants’ approach behavior is regulated by
the caregiver’s reaction.

A few studies have examined information-seeking, though
not necessarily in a social-referencing context. Vaish et al.
(2011) used an object-labeling paradigm and showed that
13- and 18-month-old infants were more likely to look to the
person who labeled an object when it was necessary to
disambiguate her label. That is, when two objects were avail-
able, infants checked her gaze to determine which one she was
attending to, whereas when only one object was available, they
were less likely to do so. Infants may also seek information
when pointing at things (Baldwin and Moses, 1996;
Liszkowski, 2005). Begus and Southgate (2012) looked at
pointing behavior to determine whether infants seek
information appropriately from others. They found that
16-month-olds were more likely to point to novel objects
when interacting with a knowledgeable experimenter than an
ignorant one, suggesting that they knew the knowledgeable
person would be able to provide them with more information.
While neither of these studies directly tested information-
seeking in a social referencing paradigm, they do suggest that
at least by early in the second year of life, infants can seek out
information from others in a sophisticated way.

Emotion Recognition
Young infants are not yet able to approach and avoid situations
in the same way as older infants can; however, sensitive
measures of infants’ attention can indicate some understanding
of emotional reactions to objects. Hoehl et al. (2008) looked at
whether very young infants’ brain responses indicated that they
were already sensitive to when another person reacted
negatively to an object. They showed that infants’ neural
responses to objects differed if those objects had previously
been shown in the context of a person gazing at the
object with a negative emotional expression. This suggests
that already at 3 months of age, infants can associate others’
negative emotional reactions with objects and they
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subsequently pay more attention to those objects, even when
the emotional information is no longer visible.

The Hoehl et al. (2008) study only compared negative
emotions to neutral expressions. Yet we also know that
between 3 and 4 months of age, infants begin to discriminate
between multimodal emotional expressions of happiness,
anger, and sadness, as indicated by preferentially gazing at
novel facial expressions in a habituation paradigm (Flom and
Bahrick, 2007). By 7 months of age, infants also show
increased attention for fearful facial expressions in that they
have difficulty disengaging from a face with a fear expression
(Peltola et al., 2008, 2009).

Studies on emotion differentiation cannot speak to whether
infants recognize the meaning behind the expression they
observe or whether infants’ own emotional experience is
affected in any way. Yet they show that infants have the first
abilities necessary to begin learning more about the relevance
of emotions in their world.

Referential Understanding
In addition to understanding what emotion another is
expressing, social referencing requires that infants recognize the
referent of the emotional reaction. Moses et al. (2001) showed
that both 18- and 12-month-old infants appreciated the
relevance of an emotional message when regulating their
behavior toward an ambiguous toy. That is, an emotional
reaction was delivered either by someone attending or not
attending to the ambiguous toy. Infants were selective such
that they differed in their approach to the toy based on
positive and negative emotional reactions only for the toy to
which the reaction was directed. For example, if the infant
was examining one toy while the experimenter emoted
toward a different toy, infants appropriately paired the
reaction with the toy in the experimenter’s view.

Repacholi (1998) also showed that 14- and 18-month-old
infants have referential understanding of others’ emotional
reactions. Infants observed an adult gaze into each of two
boxes and react positively to one and negatively to the other.
Later, infants were more likely to explore the contents of the
box that had been reacted to positively, even though they
were equally likely to touch both boxes themselves. This
suggests that infants accurately applied the emotional
reactions of the adult to the contents of the box – even
though they were not visible to the infant at the time – and
not the box itself. Thus, early in the second year of life,
infants seem to be able to accurately apply emotional
messages to objects and situations.

Locomotion
A proposed factor influencing changes in social referencing
around 8–9 months of age is the onset of crawling. Since
crawling allows infants to be more independent from their
caregivers, the need for social referencing and the distal
communication it provides likely increases sharply once
infants begin to crawl. Infants who have begun to crawl pay
more attention to distant objects and check back with their
caregiver more often than infants of the same age who are
not yet crawling (Campos et al., 1992). Crawling infants also
receive more prohibitions from their caregivers, particularly
when the infant is far from the caregiver (Zumbahlen and

Crawley, 1996). Together these findings from interview
studies suggest that crawling may be a catalyst for social
referencing behavior. In addition, infants with locomotor
experience are more able to follow the referential gestures
(gaze and pointing) of others, another important skill for
social referencing (Campos et al., 2000).

There is also some evidence that the transition from
crawling to walking could be influential in the development of
social referencing. One study suggested that when infants begin
to walk, they actually begin to socially reference less and engage
in more social bidding than younger, crawling infants
(Clearfield et al., 2008). However, it is possible that the novel
toys used in that particular study may not have been
sufficiently ambiguous to elicit social referencing behavior in
the older, walking infants.

Can Mood Explain Social Referencing?

Given that evidence suggests that infants already understand
the referential nature of emotion when they engage in social
referencing, it is unlikely that mood can account for behavioral
differences seen in social referencing situations. In addition,
many studies have specifically ruled out mood as a confound-
ing variable. For example, Hornik et al. (1987) found that
caregivers’ emotional reactions affected infants’ behavior
toward the particular toy that was the target of their reaction,
but not to infants play behavior in general. Similarly,
Feinman and Lewis (1983) accounted for mood by
comparing infants’ behavior toward a stranger (who had
been reacted to either positively or negatively) to behavior
toward their mother. Even when behavior toward their
mother was subtracted, there was a difference in approach to
the stranger based on the mother’s expression, showing that
mood and general willingness to approach another did not
explain their findings. Walden and Ogan (1988) examined
infants’ own emotional expression during a social referencing
task and again found no evidence that mood could be
a confounding factor.

Finally, Stenberg and Hagekull (1997) directly tested the
possibility of mood modification by having caregivers deliver
either specific (directed to a particular object) or general
positive or negative emotional messages. They found that
while infants’ behavior toward the toy was affected by the
specific emotional messages, with more play following the
positive than negative reaction, infants’ overall activity was
affected by the general emotional message. The findings
suggest that when emotional information is specifically
directed to an object, infants’ own mood is not a factor in
their behavior. In contrast, when general positive or negative
emotional information is presented, infants do not have
a clear target for that expression and react with overall
differences in their exploratory behavior.

Whom Do Infants Prefer to Reference?

Do infants preferentially reference certain people over others?
Research in this area has focused on infants’ tendency to
reference their caregivers compared to a familiar experimenter.
The debate is rooted in the question of whether infants’ looks
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in ambiguous situations are information-seeking behaviors
related to social referencing, or rather comfort-seeking
behaviors related to attachment. In one such study, Zarbatany
and Lamb (1985) presented infants with an unusual toy and
either their mother or an experimenter was in the room
posing fear or smiling expressions. Infants were found to
reference both their mother and the experimenter, but their
behavior toward the toy was only influenced by the reactions
of the mother. When the experimenter was posing either
expression, infants were unlikely to approach the toy. It was
only when the mother showed a positive expression that
they did so. A later study using a similar paradigm, but with
both adults remaining in the room for the duration of the
study, gave contrasting results. Infants both referenced the
experimenter and regulated their behavior based on her
reactions, with fewer and slower approaches to the toy
following fear than smiling expressions (Klinnert et al.,
1986). Thus, it is possible that infants in the Zarbatany and
Lamb study were too uncomfortable in the room without
their caregiver present that they were not able to approach
the toy, even when the experimenter’s expression was positive.

More recent studies have continued to find that infants tend
to engage in more social referencing toward an experimenter
than their caregiver. They do so not only when their parent is
inattentive (Stenberg, 2003), but also when both parent and
experimenter are providing information. Specifically, Walden
and Kim (2005) presented 18- and 24-month-old infants
with ambiguous toys and both caregiver and experimenter
provided emotional reactions about the toy when infants
looked toward them. They found that infants at both ages
looked more toward the experimenter than their mother and
that this difference was even greater for the 24-month-olds.
Importantly, in a baseline looking measure, infants looked
equally to their mother and the experimenter, ruling out
overall interest in the experimenter as an explanation for the
difference in referencing.

Stenberg (2009) found that infants’ preference for
referencing experimenters holds even when the caregiver is
the one introducing the ambiguous toy and providing
the emotional reaction about it. That study also looked
specifically at 12-month-old infants’ behavioral regulation
following positive emotional reactions delivered by either
the caregiver or experimenter. The findings showed that
infants played longer with the toy following positive
messages from the experimenter than the mother. However,
since the study only included positive emotional reactions,
it’s not possible to say whether the pattern of findings would
hold if the experimenter and caregiver were giving negative,
rather than positive, messages.

Together, the findings suggest that infants may be relying on
an inference of expertise when selecting whom to reference.
That is, they look to the experimenter and trust her information
more because they expect that the experimenter will know
more about the ambiguous object or situation.

The Effect of Information Type on Social Referencing

What kind of information do infants use when socially
referencing others? The modality of information – visual

versus vocal, as well as the valence of the information being
delivered could have differential effects on later behavioral
regulation.

Modality

Multimodal emotional expressions – displayed with both
facial and vocal information – are those earliest
discriminated by infants. Flom and Bahrick (2007) showed
that by 4 months of age, infants could discriminate
multimodal expressions of happiness, sadness, and anger,
and that they could only do so when temporal synchrony
between the face and voice were intact. By 5 months, infants
could discriminate the expressions with only vocal infor-
mation and by 7 months they could do so with only visual
information available. The same developmental trajectory for
emotional expressions seems to be seen in social referencing.
Twelve-month-old infants’ crossing of a visual cliff was
affected by multimodal and vocal emotional expressions, but
not expressions of the face alone (Vaish and Striano, 2004).

In a more naturalistic study of the modality for social
referencing messages, caregivers were asked to improvise their
own emotional messages. Results showed that they tended to
produce more gestures with messages of fear and more
vocalizations with positive messages (Kim et al., 2010).
Further, these differences were also what infants responded
best to. They modified their behavior more based on
multimodal and visual information in the case of fear and
based on the amount of vocal information in the case of
a positive message.

Even when the modality for an emotional message is
video, infants regulate their behavior based on it. Specifically,
Mumme and Fernald (2003) found that 12-month-old infants,
but not 10-month-old infants, were less likely to touch a toy
when they had seen someone on video react negatively
toward it, compared to a toy that was reacted to positively or
neutrally.

Valence

Are both positive and negative types of information valuable
during social referencing? Vaish et al. (2008) propose that
there is a negativity bias in social referencing, such that
infants’ behavior is more affected by negative than positive
emotional reactions. When a neutral baseline is used as
a comparison, most social referencing studies find little
difference between infants’ behavioral responses to positive
versus neutral reactions from others, yet a significant
difference between neutral and negative remains (e.g., Hornik
et al., 1987; Mumme et al., 1996). This is important because
it shows that social referencing may function primarily in
one direction – encouraging infants to avoid objects and
situations, but not to explore them.

Looking at valence from the caregiver’s perspective, mothers
naturally gave more intense positive reactions than negative
ones when asked to improvise their own messages to infants
(Kim et al., 2010). It could be that caregivers already know that
a positive emotional message needs to be higher in intensity
to influence their infant’s behavior compared to a negative
message.
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Individual Differences in Social Referencing

Temperament

Findings on the relation between social referencing behavior
and temperament have been somewhat mixed. Temperament
refers to stable characteristics including emotional valence,
fearfulness, inhibition, and ease of being comforted. It could
be that infants who are more temperamentally fearful or
less easily comforted would be more likely to reference others
when encountering ambiguous situations or more likely to act
on the information they receive during social referencing.

In one of the earliest studies on infant social referencing,
Feinman and Lewis (1983) found that infants with easy,
but not difficult temperaments increased proximity and
offered more toys to a stranger following positive messages
about the stranger from their mother. In contrast, Bradshaw
et al. (1987) later found no relation between behavioral
regulation during social referencing and positive/negative
affect temperament, which corresponds to the easy/difficult
dimension used by Feinman and Lewis. They did, however,
find that infants with a more positive temperament made
more social referencing looks to their caregiver.

Blackford and Walden (1998) investigated the role of
temperamental fear on social referencing behavior. They
found that low-fear 11- to 13-month-old infants were more
likely to regulate their behavior based on positive or fearful
messages from their caregiver regarding a novel toy than
fearful infants who tended to avoid the toy altogether.
Temperament did not have an effect on how often infants
looked to their caregivers. Thus, the seeking of information
remained the same, but the use of information differed for
infants with different temperaments.

It is possible that the effect of temperament, at least fearful
temperament, comes down to how ambiguous the experi-
mental situation is for the infant. If the infant is tempera-
mentally fearful, then he or she is already predisposed to
avoid to the toy, despite a positive message from an adult. This
is an important confound to keep in mind, since ambiguity
is important for an accurate measure of social referencing.

Attachment Style

Social referencing and attachment are in some sense very closely
intertwined. There is still some debate as to whether social
referencing looks are actually comfort-seeking behavior, related
to attachment, rather than information-seeking behavior (see
Section Whom Do Infants Prefer to Reference? earlier in the
article). However, even if social referencing is based on
information-seeking, infants could differ in how likely they
are to seek information from their caregiver depending on the
quality of their attachment relationship. For example, in
a study relating attachment security to referencing behavior,
insecure-avoidant infants referenced their parent the least and
insecure-resistant infants referenced the most, with securely
attached infants in between (Dickstein et al., 1984). This is in
line with the definitions of insecure attachment styles, in
which avoidant infants tend to ignore their attachment
figures, even in ambiguous situations, and resistant infants
continue to seek comfort, but fail to actually be comforted by
the attachment figure (Ainsworth et al., 1979).

Atypical Development

Children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) tend to have
significant deficits in social cognition, including social orient-
ing, joint attention, and attention to others’ distress (Dawson
et al., 2004). Thus, it seems likely children with ASD would
show impairments in social referencing. Sigman et al. (1992)
found that 3- to 4-year-old children with ASD were less
likely to respond to adults’ emotional reactions than control
participants, yet those who did respond regulated their
behavior toward the toy accordingly. Their study could not
examine referential looking, however, since the adult
expressed an emotional reaction regardless of whether the
child looked at her.

Since ASD is not typically diagnosed until 3 years of
age, one recent study examined the social referencing abilities
of infant siblings of children with ASD, who are themselves
at high risk for developing the disorder (Cornew et al., 2012).
For referential looking, infants who were later diagnosed as
having autism were slower, and overall less likely, to
spontaneously look to an adult when an ambigious toy was
present, compared to typically developing infants.
Interestingly, behavioral regulation based on others’
emotional signals was found to be impaired in infant siblings
of autistic children, regardless of whether they were later
diagnosed with autism or not. Only typically developing
control participants showed appropriate behavioral
regulation in the study. The authors suggest that there may be
a more subtle impairment present in the high-risk infants
who do not develop ASD that accounts for their decreased
social referencing.

Cultural Differences in Social Referencing

To our knowledge, no studies have specifically examined cross-
cultural differences in social referencing. Even though cultures
differ in their forms of communication, parenting practices,
and social norms, some aspects of communication and
emotion seem to be largely universal. For example, the
expression and recognition of emotions (see Elfenbein and
Ambady, 2002, for a review) and infants’ reference to objects
by pointing (Liszkowski et al., 2012) seem to be universal. In
addition, an extensive study of early social cognitive skills
in three cultures (Canada, India, and Peru) showed that
gaze following and joint attention were not significantly
different, despite widely varying parenting practices and
social norms (Callaghan et al., 2011). Cultural differences
have been reported in the frequency of mutual gaze in dyadic
face-to-face interactions of parents and their young infants,
with Nso parents engaging in less direct eye contact than
German parents (Kärtner et al., 2010; Keller et al., 2011).
However, it is unknown whether there is a relation between
early mutual gaze and the later emergence of social referencing.

With little variation in the basic skills of emotion recogni-
tion, gaze following, and joint attention, it seems likely that
social referencing would also be present cross-culturally. The
primary difference in social referencing across cultures may
rather be in the content of what children learn, rather than
the use of referencing itself. That is, the mechanism of social
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referencing may be universal, but the information gained
through social referencing regarding what should be
approached or avoided could depend on what culture the
infant is a part of. A second possible difference could be in
the individuals targeted during social referencing. For
example, if children in some cultures spend more time with
siblings than their parents (e.g., Harkness and Super, 1995),
older children could be a more common source for social
referencing information.

Social Referencing in Nonhumans

Social referencing does not seem to be an ability that is
specific to human infants. Itakura (1995) observed mother–
infant pairs of chimpanzees and found that infants were
more likely to seek contact with their mother when novel
objects were present, suggesting that they could be engaging
in social referencing. In a more controlled experiment,
similar to those used with infants, Russell et al. (1997)
demonstrated that young chimpanzees made referential
looks to a familiar human caregiver and modified their
behavior toward novel toys based on the caregiver’s reactions
of happiness or fear.

Macaque monkeys were also found to develop social
referencing behavior. Older (5- to 12-months), but not
younger infant macaques made more looks to their mothers
in the presence of a rubber snake than in a control condition
with no snake present (Roberts et al., 2008). Yet when clear
referential looks – looking to the mother directly before or
after looking to the snake – were measured, only 13% of the
macaques were found to engage in looking from the snake to
their mother. Also, since the mother’s emotional reaction
could not be manipulated, it is not known whether the
infant macaques also regulate their behavior based on
her reaction. Yet this study does give some evidence that
macaques look to their mothers when an ambiguous object
is present, whether for information or comfort.

Domestic dogs were found to socially reference their owners
regarding an ambiguous object (Merola et al., 2012a). All dogs
in their study looked to their owner after looking at the
ambiguous object, demonstrating robust referential looking.
There was also some evidence for behavioral regulation in
that dogs that received a negative message from their owners
were more likely to stop moving around the room than
those who received a positive message. Additionally, dogs
were found to approach the object more if their owner also
approached it than if their owner avoided it. In a later study,
Merola et al. (2012b) found that dogs looked not only to
their owner, but also to a stranger for social referencing.
There was also clearer evidence for behavioral regulation in
dogs, at least when the owner was providing the emotional
message. Dogs that received a positive message were more
likely to approach the object than those who received
a negative message.

Together these studies show that several nonhuman species
can engage in some aspects of social referencing. This is not
altogether surprising given that primates and domestic dogs
also show abilities related to social referencing, such as gaze
following (e.g., Kaminski et al., 2009; Call et al., 1998). It

remains to be seen whether other nonhuman species with
sophisticated social cognitive skills, such as dolphins (Pack
and Herman, 2006), also engage in social referencing.

Conclusions and Future Directions

Social referencing is an important part of how infants and
young children learn about their world from social figures.
From around the end of the first year, infants begin showing
social referencing behavior – looking to others for guidance in
ambiguous situations and regulating their behavior based on
others’ reactions. While social referencing is likely to be
a universal skill, there are still individual, and possibly
cultural variations. More work looking at these variations can
help to give insight into the processes involved in developing
social referencing and how it can be encouraged in children
with autism, for example, who have impairments in this
ability.

See also: Attachment During Infancy and Early Childhood:
Cultural Variations, Development of; Autism Spectrum
Disorders; Early Emotional Development and Cultural
Variability; Emotion in Cognition; Emotion: History of the
Concept; Emotional Development, Effects of Parenting and
Family Structure on; Emotional Regulation; Infancy and
Childhood: Emotional Development; Infancy and Human
Development; Neonatal Temperament: From Phenomenology
to Mechanism; Temperament and Human Development;
Temperament.
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