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Introduction

Current Study

Discussion & Future Research

• Previous research has suggested that 

in the laboratory, humans yawn less 

frequently when being observed by a 

researcher (Baenninger & Greco, 1991)

• Surprisingly, this effect has not yet 

been replicated and the mechanism(s) 

contributing to this outcome have yet 

to be fully explored

• Applications of pursuing this research 

range from enhanced basic 

understanding of human social 

contagion to the improved design of 

studies utilizing contagious yawning 

(CY) as a measure of empathy in 

various populations

• Here we present the first study to 

systematically investigate the effects of 

varying degrees of social presence on 

CY

Methods & Design

• A total of 105 college aged participants 

were brought into a laboratory setting 

and instructed to watch a CY stimulus 

video displayed on a computer monitor

• We systematically altered the degree of 

social presence experienced by the 

participants while watching the 

stimulus to witness its effect on 

expression of CY

• Based on previous research, it was 

predicted that a greater social presence 

would inhibit the CY response

• Participants were assigned to one of five conditions while watching the CY 

stimulus:

• (1) alone in the room (control group)

• (2) alone with a picture of a person’s eyes positioned on top of the monitor 

• (3) alone in the room with an inactive webcam positioned on top of the monitor 

• (4) alone in the room with a webcam stated to be recording their behavior 

• (5) with a researcher in the room with them observing their behavior. 

• Participants self-reported on their yawning behavior, and filled out a brief survey. 

• Our results confirm previous research suggesting that social presence modulates 

the expression of CY in the laboratory

• Potential explanations for this effect include (1) enhanced arousal resulting from 

social cues that inhibit underlying mechanisms triggering yawning and/or (2) 

social inhibition of yawning due to stigma associated with displaying this behavior 

in the presence of others

• Further research is currently underway with collaborators at the University at 

Waterloo to test these hypotheses

The proportion of participants self-reporting CY varied across conditions (p = 0.017) The total number of self-reported yawns varied across conditions (p = 0.011) 


