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Attentional behaviors play a role in enabling young infants to modulate high levels of arousal (Rothbart & Derryberry, 1981).  One index of attentional control, gaze aversion, has been studied across a number of contexts involving infants’ negative arousal (e.g., Mangelsdorf, Shapiro, & Marzolf, 1995; Stifter & Braungart, 1995).  Although few studies have focused on this regulatory strategy as a response to positive arousal, findings suggest that in situations involving heightened positive reactivity, the frequency and duration of gaze aversion is positively related to high intensity smiling, perhaps enabling infants to manage arousal levels such that they remain at a pleasurable level (Stifter & Moyer, 1991).  While these correlational results are a first step in understanding the regulatory function of gaze aversion, they offer limited information because the sequencing of these behaviors has yet to be explored.  To this end, the present study investigates 6-, and 12-month olds’ use of gaze aversion to regulate positive affect during a peek-a-boo interaction with their mothers.  We hypothesize that infants are most likely to engage in gaze aversion immediately following high levels of positive affect rather than low levels.  Furthermore, we speculate a developmental increase and individual stability in the use of this regulatory strategy from 6 to 12 months.  

As part of a longitudinal study, 113 infant and mother pairs were videotaped during a 60-second peek-a-boo interaction at both 6 and 12 months.  The infants’ positive affect and gaze aversion behaviors were coded off-line in separate coding passes.  In line with recent findings concerning levels of infant positive affect expressions (Fogel, Nelson-Goens, Hsu, & Shapiro, 2000), positive affect was coded according to a 3-point scale reflecting an increase in intensity of positive arousal:  1= Low Positive Reactivity (Simple Smiles), 2 = Moderate Positive Reactivity (Duchenne and Play Smiles), and 3= High Positive Reactivity (Duplay Smiles).  Gaze aversion was defined as instances when the infant actively averts his or her gaze away from the mother. 

While we are presently conducting analyses on these data, preliminary descriptive results reveal that the peek-a-boo interaction is indeed a powerful task for eliciting positive affect in infants.  Specifically, infants engaged in overall positive affect for an average of 24.82 seconds (SD = 19.20 seconds) at 6 months and 28.32 seconds (S = 20.66 seconds) at 12 months.  The average duration of positive affect was not significantly different across age.  However, the duration of positive affect at 6 months was significantly related to that at 12 months, r (130) = .339, p< .001, suggesting individual stability in this type of arousal across time.  Further analyses are currently in progress.  Specifically, in order to identify the role of attentional control in these interactions, we will examine the sequential contingency between each of the three levels of positive affect and gaze aversion.  Furthermore, we will examine developmental change and individual differences in attentional control between 6 and 12 months.  We predict that gaze aversion will be contingently associated with high levels of positive reactivity, and speculate a developmental increase and individual stability in the use of this regulatory strategy from 6 to 12 months. 
