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“Tuning in” to your child during play and learning: the science of interpersonal neural 

synchrony 

Mothers are their baby's first, natural teachers. Even from birth, a mother will naturally begin 

to communicate with her newborn using social cues such as gaze, smiling and touch. These 

social cues tell the infant that her mother intends to communicate, and is “tuned in” and fully 

engaged. Infants are socially-prepared to detect and respond to such social cues, and neonates 

will look longer at a picture of an adult who is looking directly at them rather than one who 

averts their gaze. Direct gaze also creates a state of shared attention (or focus) between 

mother and infant. When in this neural state, infants’ own attention to new information or 

objects is prolonged, and this enhances learning. In this talk, I will present findings from our 

recent brain imaging research, which is investigating the neural mechanisms that help 

mothers and babies to share attention with and learn from each other, particularly in the 

context of play. One key mechanism of interest is brain-to-brain synchronisation – the 

temporal coupling or synchronisation of patterns of neural activity between adult and infant.  

First, I will discuss the idea that interpersonal neural synchrony indexes the degree of mutual 

influence (or attunement) between partners and predicts the imminent likelihood of social 

learning and other forms of prosocial behaviour. I will provide evidence that whilst infants’ 

internal neural architecture differentiates between more or less proficient social learn-ers, it 

is interpersonal (dyadic) neural synchrony that dynamically predicts whether learn-ing will 

actually occur during a given social encounter. Second, I will show that social ostensive 

signals, such as eye contact and name calling, are efficacious in raising levels of adult-infant 

interpersonal neural synchrony and could therefore function as neural “primers” for learning. 

Complementarily, during social play, parents also adopt a responsive role by attuning 

neurally to their infants’ social cues, which may help to maintain dyadic synchronicity and 

scaffold learning. Finally, I will discuss the proposal that play exists along a continuum of 

social interactional states that may be differentiated on affective, cognitive and sensorimotor 

dimensions. During development, dimensionally-different types of social interaction may 

potentiate different forms of social affiliative behaviour - such as learning, co-ordination and 

empathy. I will conclude by highlighting the future potential offered by, and challenges 

inherent in, this new approach to understanding interpersonal social cognition and the role of 

play during early development. 

 

 


