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The Gap between Results and Interpretation in Infant Cognition Research
Introduction
Infant cognition research seeks to investigate what infants know and understand about the world.  Infants cannot communicate verbally or through the written word like adults and older children, and thus researchers necessarily rely on interpretations of infants’ non-verbal behaviors. Many different techniques have been designed which attempt to interpret infant behaviors in order to provide the basis for theories. One widely adopted technique is the preferential looking paradigm, which is based on the finding that infants look for longer at novel than familiar stimuli (e.g., review by Spelke, 1985, cited in Baillrgeon, 1995). In this article 
I argue that the research undertaken in the field of infant cognition is prone to over-interpretation by researchers. That is, the results generated in such studies are not in dispute, but rather the jump between the data and the researchers’ interpretations can sometimes be inappropriate.  I will discuss a series of studies undertaken by Baillargeon (e.g., 1987) to illustrate this point. 


Rotating Drawbridge Studies
In a now famous series of experiments, Baillargeon (1987) used the preferential looking paradigm to show (she argued) that infants have representations of objects and their properties and can hence reason about such objects. Baillargeon constructed an experimental display which incorporated a rotating drawbridge and a solid object which could either be placed in the path of the drawbridge or removed.  This apparatus allowed the establishment of two conditions, one of which was physically possible (such that the drawbridge rotated until it was stopped by the object) and the other which was impossible (the drawbridge appeared to rotate through the object). These two conditions were presented to children aged 3½ and 4½ months of age. Two control groups of similar aged children viewed the drawbridge rotating to the same distance (180 and 112 degrees) as the experimental groups. All children were habituated to the full rotation of the drawbridge (refer to Baillargeon (1987) for details of the procedure).
The results of the studies revealed that there was no difference in looking time between the two control groups. However, there was a difference between the two experimental groups in terms of how long participants looked at the display, such that participants in the impossible condition looked longer at the display than those in the possible condition. Baillargeon argued that this preferential looking at the impossible condition by participants was due to the violation of the beliefs held by infants about solid objects.  She proposed that infants understand the properties of objects and the operations that can be performed on them, and that the infants in this series of experiments looked longer at the impossible condition because it violated their understanding of objects.

The findings of these studies appear to show that infants have some degree of knowledge about objects, but does the data necessarily mean that infants understand exactly what Baillargeon claims they did? For instance, what if the infants looked longer at a given scene not because they knew that it was impossible but because they had never seen it before? This is very different interpretation of the same set of results.  

An experiment by Rivera, Wakeley and Langer (1999) suggested that Baillargeon’s interpretation of the results could be incorrect. These researchers reexamined the studies conducted by Baillargeon and found that babies prefer 180 degree rotations, therefore identifying a major problem with Baillargeon’s findings.  Rivera and colleagues (1999) argued that Baillargeon’s data simply reveals a preference by infants and not that they actually understand the properties of objects.  This theory provides a more parsimonious explanation for the results than that proposed by Baillargeon.

Conclusion
Psychologists, and indeed scientists in general, constantly need to be careful when interpreting their results, and not be swayed by their own beliefs about a certain theory. This is particularly true in infant cognition research because infants cannot verbally report to researchers their underlying cognitions.  In this article I have sought to highlight the potential pitfall of over-interpretation in this field of research. It is vital that researchers are aware of the stark differences between the results of an experiment and their interpretation. 
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