
Parental Influence on Infant 
Appreciation of  Clown Humour 

Gabriela Markova 
RED NOSES Clowndoctors International & 

University of  Vienna 



Early Humour 

•  Early humour from around 4 months (Mireault et 
al., 2011) 

•  Incongruity  
 (McGhee, 1979) 

•  Humour = non-threatening and positive 
interpretation of  incongruity 



Parental Influence – Social Referencing 

•  Infant emotional reactions are geared to their 
caregivers‘ affective cues  

 (Walden, 1993) 

•  Interpretation of  absurd actions as humorous 
only when parents did so as well  

 (Mireault et al., 2014)  



The Present Study 

•  Early humour in interactions with caregivers  

•  Humour with other people? 

•  Goals 
–  Infant reactions to healthcare clown humour  
– Role of  social referencing in infant appreciation of  

their interactions with healthcare clowns 



Method 

•  N = 53 children 
–  M = 493 days (2.5 – 35.9 months) 
–  21 ♂, 32 ♀ 

•  Procedures and Measures 
–  Observation of  natural clown interactions  

 (M = 7.33 min., 2.6 – 14.7 min.) 



Observational Measures 

Infant behaviours 

•  Gazes 
•  Positive affect 

–  Smiling 
–  Laughter 

Parental social referencing 

•  Positive affect 
•  Pointing 
•  Nodding 
•  Speaking 
•  Interacting with clowns 
•  Bodily contact 



Method 

•  N = 53 children 
–  M = 493 days (2.5 – 35.9 months) 
–  21 ♂, 32 ♀ 

•  Procedures and Measures 
–  Observation of  natural clown interactions  

•  Infant behaviours 
•  Parental social referencing 

–  Parental questionnaires 
•  Background 
•  Infant mood and excitement before, during and after the clown visit 



Results 
Infant Positive Affect – Observation  
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Results 
Infant Reactions – Parental Reports 

F(2, 68) = 5.760, p = .005, η² = .145 
before < during, after 

F(2, 64) = 5.561, p = .006, η² = .148 
before, during < after 
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Results 
Parental Social Referencing 
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Discussion 

•  Infants react with neutral and positive reactions 
to healthcare clowns 

•  Important role of  parents! 
– Create a comfortable and secure context 
– Parental attitude and behaviour towards clowns 



Thank you 

for your attention! 


