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Introduction

Social cognition refers to the understanding of how people, including both others and the self, behave. In 

general, humans make sense of their own and other people’s behaviour by making reference to internal 

psychological states, states such as emotions, thoughts and desires. Older children and adults can clearly show 

this understanding by the use of language referring to the psychological states and activities of themselves and 

others. However, even before the onset of language, infants may reveal this understanding through their 

behaviour towards others. Infants find other people fascinating from very early in life and, even before they can 

talk, are able to interact and communicate with them. Such interest and interaction depends on early forms of 

social cognition.

Subject 

Infants are born into a complex social world. Infants need to learn quickly how to engage with the social world: 

how to respond to the actions of others, how to direct others towards fulfilling their needs, and how to build 

relationships. Furthermore, because most of what children will learn is culturally conveyed, infants rapidly need 

to use other people to learn about the external world.

Problem

In the first 18 to 24 months, infants are not yet able to use language to interact with others or to express their 

understanding. Therefore, the significant problem in gaining knowledge about the development of infant social 

cognition is how to explore what infants understand about themselves and others without relying on language.

Research Context

Research has focused on how infants respond to various forms of social stimulation at different stages of 

development. By carefully controlling and monitoring the form of social stimulation that is presented to infants at 
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different ages, and then observing their responses, much can be learned about how infants understand the 

social world.

Key Research Questions

Perhaps the core question of interest to researchers of infant cognition is: How do infants gain an 

understanding of persons as embodied psychological agents with both “first-person” experience and “third-

person” characteristics?
1
 There are two sides to this understanding. First, it involves knowing that other people 

are similar in nature to the self in that they have subjective experiences and second, it involves coming to an 

awareness that the self has an objective body like others. Subsidiary to this overarching question are questions 

about the nature of development. For example, are there fundamental, core social concepts such as 

intentionality, that govern the way infants understand other people from very early in infancy,
2
 or are concepts 

about the nature of persons acquired in a more gradual piecemeal fashion based on “second-person” 

information gained though interactions with other people through the period of infancy.
3,4

Recent Research Results

It is well known that infants begin life with an interest in, and preference for, social stimulation.
5
 Human faces 

and voices are the most effective ways to capture a young infant’s attention. By two to three months, infants are 

able to participate in simple social interaction with others whereby they can coordinate their gestures, 

vocalizations and facial expressions with others.
6
 At this time infants begin to interact with objects in their 

environment selectively, this experience facilitates their prediction of other’s action.
7
 During the second half of 

the first year, infants start to engage in joint or shared activities with objects such as toys.
6
 They can participate 

in simple turn-taking games; they can follow the attention of others as well as direct the attention of others; they 

can acquire emotional orientations to objects based on the emotions that others express; they form social 

evaluations based on the actions of others;
8
 they can learn new ways of engaging with objects though imitation 

of other. These kinds of behaviours indicate that infants are becoming sensitive to the psychological states of 

others, although at first this understanding is manifest only in situations in which infants can share such 

psychological states with others.
9
 During the second year, infants become able to recognize that others may 

experience psychological states that are different from their own and form expectations of how others will 

behave on this basis, for example, they can understand that someone else may not see something that they 

can see or that someone else may feel something that they do not feel. At the same time, infants show clear 

evidence of self-awareness, such as recognizing themselves in a mirror.
10

 These developments result in 

profound changes in infants’ social behaviour. Most notably they begin to show empathic and prosocial 

behaviour towards others,
11

 and they become able to cooperate with,
12

 and learn more effectively from others.
13

These behaviours are increasingly guided by social understanding that extends beyond action cues, as infants 

select appropriate prosocial responses based on a partner’s goal and imitate the intended actions of others.
14,15

At the same time, infants become increasingly autonomous, able and willing to express and exert their 

independence.
1
 These various findings reveal progressive development in social cognition in the infancy period 

even before language has become established.

Research Gaps

Although much is now known about the milestones of infants’ understanding of others and their awareness of 
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self, we still know relatively little about how development proceeds from one milestone to the next. Why do 

infants begin to be capable of structured social interaction at about two to three months? Why are they able to 

engage in object-centered joint activity at about nine months? And what paces the onset of the awareness of 

self and the awareness that others may have different psychological states at about 18 to 24 months? There is 

good reason to believe that reliably patterned social stimulation plays a significant role in these developments. 

However, other more maturationally governed changes such as changes in brain organization and cognitive 

complexity seem also to be important.

Implications for Parents, Services and Policy

Almost from birth, infants are very sensitive to the behaviour of other people and from very early in life they 

crave social attention. As they develop, the type and complexity of the social attention they seek changes so 

that initially face-to-face attention may suffice but by the end of the first year infants want to play with objects 

with other people and engage in various joint activities with others. At this point they are able to learn new 

behaviours through imitation of others and the sophistication of this learning rapidly expands during the second 

year of life. Infants are thereby launched upon what will become a lifelong career of cooperative activity and 

social learning. The development of social cognition during the infancy period is dependent upon regular and 

reliable social interaction that is keyed to the infant’s developmental stage. Faced with expanding attention 

demands on parents in the form of digital media, it remains essential that social development through the first 

two years is supported by consistent joint activities (i.e., playing games) with responsive caregivers.
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