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Participants  
18-month olds (M = 18;0, 17;2-19;0), 
N = 24 in each study

Design  
Variables of interest tested within-
subjects
 1)  Endpoint Location Demonstrated:
   To House, or To Empty Location

 2)  Action Demonstrated:  
  Slide or Hop 

Procedure   
• 8 trials, blocked: 
      4 to house  ->  4 to empty location  
 (or vice versa)
• Action (hop/slide) and Direction   
 (left/right) pairings were randomized  
 within each block. 

Predictions 
If the ability to copy action goals is 
robust, then:
(1) Greater % Action Matches on to 
empty location trials than to house 
trials.
(2) Greater % End Location Matches on 
to house trials than to empty location 
trials.

Method

Study 2:  Alternative Paradigm

All trial types demonstrated by experimenter:

Study 1:  Replication of Carpenter et al. (2005)

Hop To House          Slide To House

Hop To House          Slide To House

Hop To Empty Location         Slide To Empty Location

Hop To Empty Location         Slide To Empty Location

Introduction

  Imitation serves as an important tool for gaining insight into infants' understanding of intentional action.  Imitation studies have shown that 
infants preferentially reproduce others' goals, and that they can flexibly interpret goals based on the context in which the action occurs.  Given 
contextual cues, 18-month-olds can interpret different actions as having the same goal (Meltzoff, 1995), and can interpret similar actions as having 
different goals (Carpenter, Akhtar, & Tomasello, 1998).  Carpenter, Call, & Tomasello (2005) found 18-month-olds imitated the same action differen-
tially, depending on the context.  When infants observed an experimenter hop or slide a toy mouse into one of two houses, they subsequently put 
the mouse directly into the house, ignoring the means (or action).  When they observed the same action take place on a mat with no houses pres-
ent, they were more likely to reenact the observed action.  The authors concluded in the former condition, the house was viewed as the 
experimenter’s goal, whereas in the latter condition, the action itself was interpreted as the goal.  
 However, the Carpenter et al. (2005) paradigm allows for an alternative explanation.  The tendency to imitate the location might have been due 
to a general propensity to put the mouse into a house when one was available.  Houses were present only on trials in which the mouse was put 
“into” a salient location, an inherently interesting event.  A better test would provide a salient location on all trials, and vary actions with the mouse, 
independent of location availability.  We suggest an alternative paradigm that offers a tightly controlled comparison between the conditions.  First, 
we replicated the Carpenter et al. (2005) study with 18-month-olds.  In Study 2, we showed infants the same actions on a mat with a house to one 
side, and nothing on the other side.  Thus, the same context was presented in both conditions. In addition, we report a detailed description be-
tween these conditions of attention and action allocation during the response.  
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Research Question

Will infants copy an action ‘goal’ when presented in an interesting context?

Contact

Email:  ecannon@umd.edu

Results

Discussion

 Study 1 replicated the findings of Carpenter et al. (2005), and Study 2 extended these findings in 
a well- controlled paradigm that eliminated a possible alternative explanation.  Our additional mea-
sures of action and attention allocation confirm these condition differences, yet reveal one interest-
ing divergence in Study 2:  infants did not show differences between conditions in the amount of 
time spent producing the target action.  This difference suggests that the presence of a house did 
have some attentional pull.  However, even in the face of distraction, infants were more likely to 
copy the action in the to empty location condition than in the to house condition, suggesting 18-
month-olds interpreted the observed action as the goal and these initial responses were modu-
lated by the modeled action.

Proportion of trials infants matched demonstration.

Proportion of response time spent producing a target action.

Study 1 Study 2

* p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001

Study 1 Study 2
Allocation of attention during response.


