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T h e A t t r i b u t i o n ot *  I n t e n t i o n a l i t y t o N o v e l  O b j e c t s 
Susa n C .  Johnso n (susanj-t-@pitt.edu ) 
40 5 Langlc y Hall ,  Dcparlmcn l  o f  Psycholog y 

Universit y o f  Piilsburgh ,  Pittsburgh ,  P A 1526 0 

Prc \  iou s researc h b y thi s autho r  an d collaborator s 
(Johnso n e t  al. ,  1996 )  use d a  ga/c-lollovvin g paradig m 
(Scaile A Bruner ,  1975 )  t o sho w tha t  12-month-ol d inlanl s 
use th e behaMora l  a s wel l  a s perceptua l  characlenstic s o f 
nove l  object s t o classif y the m a s intentiona l  o r  non -
intentiona l  entities .  Furthermore ,  intants '  resultin g 
classification s d o no t  correspon d t o a  simpl e distinctio n 
bet̂ \'ee n peopl e an d non-people . 

Johnso n e t  al .  (1996 )  presente d infant s wit h a 
medium-sized ,  naturalistically-shaped ,  -colored ,  an d -texture d 
nove l  objec t  tha t  varie d alon g a  serie s o f  dimension s 
previousl y propose d a s centra l  t o th e detectio n o f  intentiona l 
objects :  person-hood ,  facia l  features ,  an d contingentl y 
interactiv e behavio r  (se e Spelke ,  Phillips ,  &  Wotxlwar d 
(1995 )  fo r  a  revie w o f  proposals) .  Johnso n e t  al .  foun d tha t 
alte r  interactin g wit h th e ambiguou s objec t  fo r  onl y 6 0 
seconds ,  12-monlh-old s woul d follo w it s 'gaze '  whe n i t 
shifte d it s onentatio n awa y fro m them .  Whe n th e objec t  ha d 
a clearl y \isibl e fac e an d interacte d contingentl y wit h them , 
infant s wer e a s likel y t o follo w iu s gaz e a s tha t  o f  a n huma n 
adult .  The y als o followe d li s  'gaze '  whe n th e ob}ec l  faile d t o 
interac t  contingentl y wit h them ,  bu t  ha d a  visibl e fac e o r 
eve n i f  i t  di d no t  hav e a  visibl e face ,  bu t  nonetheles s 
interacte d contingentl y wit h them . 

Importantly ,  infants '  followin g behavio r  wa s no t 
elicite d unde r  al l  condition s wit h th e object .  I f  th e sam e 
objec t  ha d neithe r  a  visibl e face ,  no r  interacte d contingentl y 
wit h th e baby ,  infant s di d no t  shif t  thei r  o w n attentiona l 
directio n t o matc h th e orientatio n o f  th e object .  Infants ' 
'gaze-followin g beha îo r  i n general ,  therefore ,  appear s t o 
ha\ e bee n drive n selecli\el y b y a  particula r  configuratio n o f 
behaviora l  an d morphologica l  characteristics ,  specificall y 
thos e theorize d a s underlyin g attribution s o f  intemionalir y 
rathe r  tha n perso n pe r  se . 

Many question s ar e raise d b \  thes e studies .  Centra l 
among the m i s th e exac t  natur e o f  th e representation s 
underlyin g gaze-followin g behavior .  Th e primar y goa l  o f  th e 
curren t  researc h i s  t o explor e th e relationshi p betwee n objec t 
characteristic s whic h elici t  gaze-followin g behavior s i n 
infant s an d thos e whic h elici t  verba l  attribution s o f 
intentionalit y b y adults . 

Experiment 

Subjects 

Fifty-three college undergraduates were tested in the 
4 no N e l  objec t  condition s o f  Johnso n e t  al .  (1996) . 

Method 

Each subject was shown one of the object 
condition s use d i n Johnso n e t  al .  (1996),  wit h on e change . 
Sinc e adult s wer e no t  expecte d t o engag e i n spontaneou s 
contingen t  voca l  interaction s wit h th e objec t  (a s d o babies) . 

th e contingen t  interactio n wa s instea d modelle d b y a 
confederat e wh o talke d wit h th e object .  Th e condition s wer e 
1)  contingentl y interactin g objec t  wit h a  face ,  2 )  non -
contingentl y interactin g objec t  wit h a  face ,  3 )  contingentl y 
interactin g objec t  withou t  a  face ,  an d 4 )  non-contingenll y 
interactin g objec t  withou t  a  face . 

Subject s wer e give n 6 0 second s o f  familiarizatio n 
wit h th e object ,  followe d b y 6  trial s i n whic h th e objec t 
rotate d 4 5 degree s t o on e sid e o r  th e othe r  an d paused .  A t 
th e en d o f  th e entir e sequenc e eac h subjec t  complete d a 
verba l  questionnaire .  Subject s wer e aske d t o descnb e an d 
explai n wha t  the y ha d seen . 

Results and Discussion 

Adult's verbal descriptions were coded for 
intentiona l  attribution s t o th e object ,  e.g. ,  i t  wa s 'lookin g 
around' ,  o r  i t  'wante d t o talk' .  Eac h subjec t  wa s the n code d 
as a  Use r  o r  Non-use r  o f  menta l  descriptor s (Tabl e 1) .  A 
two-wa y analysi s o f  varianc e showe d mai n effect s o f  bot h 
th e presenc e o f  a  fac e (F (  1,49)=9.43 ,  jx.Ol )  an d contingenc y 
(F(i ,  49)=6.16 ,  p<.02 ,  a s wel l  a s a  significan t  interactio n 
betwee n th e tw o (F (  1,49)=16.11 ,  p<.005) .  Th e findings 
sho w a  strikin g correspondenc e betwee n thos e condition s i n 
whic h babie s follo w th e gaz e o f  th e nove l  objec t  an d thos e 
i n whic h adult s descnb e th e objec t  i n intentiona l  terms , 
suggestin g tha t  gaze-foi l  owin g i n infanc y an d intentiona l 
classificatio n o f  nove l  object s i n adulthoo d ar e drive n b y th e 
same mechanisms . 

Table 1: Verbal reactions of adults to novel object used to 
elici t  gaze-followin g i n infant s b y Johnso n e t  a l  (1996) . 

n % S usin g Object s tha t 
mentalisti c elici t  infants ' 

noN e l  objec t  conditio n descriptor s gaze-followin g 
Contingent/Fac e 
Non-contingent/Fac e 
Contingent/N o Fac e 
Non-co n tingent/N o Fac e 
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