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Cognitive Basis of language

Jean Piaget – developmental psychologist

Cognitive maturation

Stages of development – 4 stages:

 Sensorimotor stage (until approx. 2 years old) - object permanence

 Preoperational stage (until approx. 6/7 years old) - egocentric thought

 Concrete operational

 Formal operational

Main mechanisms of cognitive development:  assimilation and accommodation



Piaget – nothing special about language – did not consider language a special 
faculty (unlike Chomsky)

Considered it a social and cognitive process

Language dependent on cognitive, motor and perceptual processes

Development follows cognitive stages of development

Piaget: 3 types of egocentric speech:

 echolalia: repeating

 monologues: talking to self – speaking thoughts aloud

 group/collective monologues – appear to be taking turns to speak, but really just 
monologues



Cognition Hypothesis

Language needs certain cognitive precursors in order to develop (Sinclair-de-Zwart, 
1973)

e.g. Object permanence required to understand the concept of objects and names

- big increase in vocabulary around 18 months

But – Corrigan (1978) – infants can name by 12 months (before object permanence)

However, object permanence argued to be linked to language acquisition:

- emergence of relational words (e.g. up, more, gone) depend on emergence of 
knowledge about the ways in which object states can be transformed

- these words do emerge together around end of sensorimotor period

(McCune-Nicolich, 1981)



Critique of Cognition Hypothesis

No clear evidence to support the hypothesis and little current research on this 

Acquisition of some language abilities before object permanence

Bruner (1964) argued language facilitates cognitive development

Also Vygotsky – believed that experience of local language sets parameters for 
how people are able to think

But cognitive processes implicated

e.g. working memory capacity increases – might impact upon vocabulary 
learning and comprehension ability



Social Basis of Language

Social interactionists (e.g. Bruner, Durkin)

Language develops through interaction with others

Adult-child interaction shapes language learning

Adults…
- Talk about events, objects
- Question and correct linguistic errors

Bruner (LASS) – particularly mother-child dyad 

Early responses to non-verbal vocalisations
Games based on turn-taking teaches turn-taking in linguistic interactions

Feedback teaches the grammar of a language and specific of dialects etc.



Critique of Social Interactionist explanations

Meaningful social settings crucial for verbal interaction

But – explanations often rather vague and do not account for all aspects of 
language development

Evidence than innate knowledge is implicated

Likely that social interaction is mediated by cognitive processes



Deixis

What language means in context – words/phrases need additional contextual 
information to be understood fully – importance of the social world

Deixis – root: Greek word for pointing and indicating

Deictic terms can only be understood in reference to the situation in which they 
are used

 Person deixis e.g. ‘I/you’

 Place, space deixis e.g. ‘here/there’

 Time deixis e.g. ‘today/tomorrow’

 Social honorifics e.g. ‘Ma’am’, ‘Mr President’



Reading

Harley, T. A. (2014).  The psychology of Language: From Data to Theory (4th

edition). London: Psychology Press.

(Chapter 3: The foundations of language)

BREAK

10 MINUTES



Social Perception: Non-verbal communication



Which person would choose to help you with your query?

We often need to make initial decisions 
based on how people look



What do we share?

Need information to make decisions and judgements

People may be unwilling/unable/not permitted to reveal 
their personal feelings to us 

May be made obvious 

May deceive

(DePaulo et al, 2003)

Nonverbal cues - relatively irrepressible 

Effects observers even when no attention paid to them 

(Ko, Judd and Blair, 2006)



Nonverbal behaviour

Argyle (1988): Primary functions of nonverbal behaviour

• Expressing emotion
• Conveying attitudes
• Presenting personality traits to others
• Complementing speech (e.g. turn-taking, feedback, attention)

Knapp and Hall (2006): Nonverbal behaviour and speech

• Repeating
• Complementing
• Conflicting
• Substituting
• Regulating

Nonverbal behaviour may…

…substitute, complement, accent, regulate, contradict spoken message



The Basic Channels

Non-verbal communication:  communication between individuals involving an 
unspoken language of 

facial expressions

eye-contact, 

body movement

postures                                                 (Zebrowitz, 1997)

Also 

gestures

paralanguage

clothing (symbolism)



Facial expression - emotion

Anger
Fear

Disgust 

Surprise
Happiness

Sadness

(Ekman et al., 1969)

Micro-expressions – fleeting involuntary expressions 
(few tenths of a second)



Smiling

To communication genuine happiness, warmth, welcome etc.

To conceal real emotions 

Type of smile can convey information

e.g:  Matsumoto and Willingham (2006) 

Real smiles/Social smiles

Smiles of Olympic medal winners

Gold and bronze medal winners smile more than silver medal winners



Eye contact – gazes and stares 

Kleinke (1986):

Amount and pattern of gazing reveals 
much about 

• Feelings
• Relative status
• Credibility
• Honesty
• Competence
• Attentiveness

Eye-contact/gaze:

the most information rich communication channel



Kleinke et al (1973)

 Mixed-sex couples chat for ten minutes

 Those who were told that their partners gazed at them for a less than 
average duration reported feeling less attracted to their chat partners

Longer than average?

 Increased men’s liking for their partners

 Did not affect women’s liking for their partners

Duration of Gaze



Inferring personality from gaze

Kleck and Nuessle (1968)

Showed participants films of people looking at their partners 15% of the time 
or 80% of the time

15% gazers rated as 

cold; pessimistic; defensive; immature; evasive; submissive; indifferent; 
sensitive

80% gazers rated as 

friendly; self-confident; mature; sincere; natural

But – staring?



Status and Gender

Staring - a breach of social norms (in our culture)

Constant stare can be used to surmise personality traits? (e.g. cold, harsh)

But eye contact often used to acknowledge social norms  e.g.

 Lower status individuals looked at their partners more than higher status ones 
(Dovidio & Ellyson, 1985)

 Gender - women found to make more eye contact than men 
(e.g. Henley and Harmon, 1985)

Equal expertise: Women - lower-status gaze pattern, Men - higher status pattern
(Dovidio et al, 1988) 



Visual dominance

Gaze - initiate or disavow social contact (Goffman, 1963; Zuckerman et al., 1983)

• Controlling conversations in groups

Group leader will use eye contact to denote next 
speaker (Kalma, 1992)

• Dominance in conversation

Hall et al. (2004): Dominant individuals gaze and mutually gaze more

Dovidio and Ellyson (1985): Dominant people less likely to break mutual gaze

But - some research disagrees
- other factors e.g. more/less dependence and gaze length (Kleinke, 1986)



But a gaze also:

Communicates information silently/secretly

Facilitates close task information – working relationships/noisy environment

Can say a lot that perhaps cannot be put into words



‘Reading’ the faces of others 

Relatively little time spent looking directly into the other person’s eyes 

(von Cranach & Ellgring, 1973)

Mutual gaze tends to move around the face

• Watching lips to facilitate understanding when listening 

• Showing interest in the other person

• Monitoring feedback – reactions, changes in mood etc.

• Regulating turn-taking in conversation (social conventions)



Cross-racial gaze

Dovidio et al. (1997)

• Implicit prejudice levels correlated with the amount of time participants 
gazed at a White or African-American interviewer

• Higher prejudice levels correlated with increased blinking



Eye Behaviour synopsis

 Mutual gaze plays an important role in communication

 Helps to start, deny or maintain interaction, control turn-taking and finish 
interactions

 Can denote intimacy

 Can denote dominance

 Can influence inference of personality traits

 Can be influenced by individual differences in prejudice style



Body language

Head, arms, hands, torso and legs 

Gestures, postures and movements 

Doing something to another body part 

e.g. – touching, rubbing, scratching

Greater the frequency - higher the level of arousal or nervousness?

Folded arms - Defensive?  Blocking others?



Speech-related gestures

• Concrete and abstract references

Pointing, shaping – concrete

Hand oscillation, palms up or down (a politicians’ favourite) – abstract

• Interactive gestures

Gestures to include the other people involved in the conversation

(Bavelas, 1994)



Gestures as information to ourselves and others

• Why gesture on the telephone?

Maximise effectiveness of the voice (the only channel we are using)

(Knapp & Hall, 2006)

Allows us greater access to visual information (Feyereisen & Havard, 1999)

• Dobrogaev (1931)

Attempts to speak whilst inhibiting non-verbal expression

- severely hindered speech intonation and expressiveness

- influenced choice of words



Gestures

Common body movements are gestures of the hands and arms   
(e.g. Archer, 1997; Ekman and Friesen, 1972)

Some gestures are universal                             Some are not!



Whole-body movements 

Aronoff, Woike and Hymen (1992)  Ballet choreography 

Threatening characters - more diagonal or angular postures

Sympathetic characters - more rounded postures 

Angel of Death Juliet



Touching

Jones and Yarbrough (1985) - five discrete categories of touch:

1. Positive affect - appreciation, affection, reassurance, nurturance, sexual 
interest

2. Playful – to communicate humour and playfulness

3. Control - to draw attention or induce compliance

4. Ritualistic – to satisfy ritualized requirements (e.g. greetings/departures)

5. Task-related – to accomplish tasks



Also…..

6. Negative affect – pushing 
someone’s hand away

7. Aggressive touches – slaps, kicks, 
shoves, punches

(Burgoon, Buller and Woodall, 1989) 



Handshakes

Chaplin et al (2000) – Handshakes influence first impressions

Brief touches

Crusco and Wetzel (1984) - restaurant customers – tips

Fisher, Rytting and Heslin (1976) - library clerks - liking for the clerk/library

Whitcher and Fisher (1979) - female nurse – fear, anxiety and blood pressure



Further gender differences:

Men touch women more than women 
touch men 

(Henley, 1973)

Women derive greater pleasure from 
being touched than men do 

(Major, 1981)

But it depends on who is doing the 
touching!



The study of interpersonal distance

What is personal space?

Hall (1966) - 4 distinct interpersonal distance zones: 

Intimate – Personal – Social – Public

Argyle and Dean (1965) - Intimacy-equilibrium theory

Personal space:

When intimacy signals are increased in one modality, 
they decrease in another

Proxemics



Table 15.3 Four zones of space in social interaction: how close is comfortable?

Proximal Distances



Gender and Proxemics

The further away we get, the more we gaze (Aiello, 1972)

Moving away from the person of interest…..

• From 10 feet outwards, male gaze increases

• At 6 feet outwards, female gaze drops off dramatically

Women prefer closer proximity during interactions in general so 6 feet may 
be a psychological boundary

But research has found mixed results regarding gender differences



Paralanguage

Vocal, but non-verbal variations in speech

Voice - pitch, intonation, volume, speech rate, rhythm, inflection and hesitations

Think – How do you use paralanguage in various situations?



Table 15.1 Emotions displayed through paralinguistic cues



Table 15.1 Emotions displayed through paralinguistic cues (Continued)



Signs of intimacy

Mehrabian (1972)

• Reduced proximity

• Increased levels of forward leaning

• Postural relaxation

• Openness of arms and body

• Direct facing

• Increased touching



Dress and symbolism

Highly complex 

Multiple uses  (Barnard, 2001) 
e.g. Decoration

Protection
Sexual attraction
Group identification
Status

People more likely to jaywalk if a high-status 
person did it before them

(Lefkowitz et al., 1955)

More obedience when experimenter wearing white 
coat (status symbol) 

(Milgram, 1963)

Teams playing in black committed more fouls
Black uniforms made the players feel more 
aggressive                  

(Frank & Gilovich, 1988)



Specific messages conveyed through clothing

Different symbols for different groups

• Clothing worn in office may be used to portray different information than 
clothing worn out of office

• Or not - conveying information about our work to others

How others might view our symbols

• Successful or Egoistic?

• Achiever or braggart?

• Real or fake?



Deception

People who lie tend to 

Avoid saying things that might give them away

Make fewer factual statements

Tend to make vague sweeping statements

Leave gaps in the conversation

(Knapp et al, 1974)



Tend to touch their faces more often                      (Ekman and Friesen, 1974)

Fiddle with their hands, glasses or other external objects    (Knapp et al, 1974)

Micro-expressions – few tenths of a second 

Inter-channel discrepancies

Eye contact - unusually low or high

Increased blinking 

Pupils more dilated

Exaggerated facial expressions

A slightly raised vocal pitch (Ekman et al, 1976)

Cues to Deception



Lie detection

Even when motivated to deceive – poor control of non-verbal communication
(DePaulo et al, 1983) 

Detection of deception - no significant difference between police, customs, legal 
and intelligence professions – and the general public 

(Kraut and Poe, 1980)

Women - better at reading non-verbal cues than men    
(Hall, 1978)

But - women no better at detecting deception 
(Rosenthal and DePaulo, 1979)
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