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The Obscurity Of Yawning

The implications surrounding vawning have besn
attempted to be solved after many vyears of scarce study
but only in vain. Because the study of vawning has been
intermittently ventured throughout history ssldomly
resulting into concrete facts shows in present
interpretation that vawning is relatively an unrevealed
topic that needs to be polished. This review of
relevant literature will permit & broader understanding
of the development and progression of yvawning and its
associated phenomena. Also, the background will form as
a foundation for the present study that is currently
under way.

Research in the interest of vawning dates back to
Hippocrates, who was concerned with finding the causes
of this ambiguous problem (Barbizet, 1938). Following
the genesis of the interest in vawning, many authors
have dwelled with elther certain aspects or the whole
problem of vawning, documented as early as in the 17th
century with numercus opinions and beliefs of its

onsat. Though opinions are respected to a certain
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degree, factual evidence of the authors fTindings was
sminently missing.

The term "vawning' is derived from the old English
verb "ganien'" which in historical times referred to an

H

"opening in the sense of "to gape". More traditional
usage has accepted vawning to be synonymous with
"pandiculation" (Oxford Dictionary, 193%). Taken from
the Latin meaning "to stretch oneself”, one can see the
harmony between the two terms.

Results within & science readily originate from
observing animal studies for the purpose of applvying
that knowledge for human understanding. Because there
have been relatively few empirical or theoretical
studies of vawning in animal species, precise knowledge
of vawning has been neglected (Basnninger, 1987). But
Romald Baenninger of Temple University sought to
compare aspects of yawning in Betta Splendens., Homo
Sapiens, FPanthera Leo, and Papio Sphinx. Within the
lower classes of species excluding humans, what was
found interesting was to what purpose the vawns had
served. Yawning occurved most often when physical
contact with the same conspecifics ensued, whereas in

the human situation, absence of people proved to induce
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more yvawning in lone individuals (Baenninger, 1987). In
regarding specific ties with studies of animal

behaviourism, Baenninger concluded that vawning

'€ £8

cccurred

frequently in the absence of social,
cognitive, and physical stimulationy but the reverse
operates wWithin our species.

Theories attempting to explain the functions of
vawning have been narrowed down by the rejection of
distinct ideologies. Hypothesis concerning the
mechanism and significance of vawning have appeared,
but data have been insufficient to show which of these
have been tenable (Heusner, 19446). Though having some
grain of truth, they were discarded solely on the lack
of evidence produced by the experiments.

The assumption that the purpose of the vawn is to
increase blood flow to the brain was discredited.
Provine demonstrated in an early study that if the
primary reason for an individual to vawn was to
increase cerebral blood flow and oxygen levels to the
head, then a clenched-teeth vawn would be seen as
normal. Though the oxyvgen was getting through, subjects
found the manoceuvre abnormal suggesting that the yawn

had an additiconal function (Provine, 19864). Most of the
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subjects complained that vawning with clenched teeth
prevented them from completing a vawn, and that this
type of vawning resulted in a lack of satisfaction
usually accompanied with a normally produced yvawn.
Frovine stressed that the main purpose or function of
vawning had not been achieved in this experimental
condition {(1986).

Expanding on the research, Provime and others went
on to consider the vawn as both a sterectyped motor act
and as a vawn—producing stimulus. Because the reflex
response i1s sometimes provoked by the sight of a yvawn,
the need to relate the two seems warranted. In fact, it
is this contagiousness or imitation that accentuates
the need to understand a situation of having a yawn
trigge&iin response to a vawn (Provine, 198%9).

ODne of the most striking and curious features of
vawning is the tendency to vawn after visually
obhserving a yvawn {(Provine, 1%B&). Yawning is one of the
Tirst reflexes to be observed in the newborn infant
(Moore, 1942). Indeed, vawning may be the bsst example
of a stereotyped action pattern, but berause studies
have dwelled mostly in the area of infant imitation:J 

the reasons why a vawn is released in adults is vague.
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Frovine initiated & series of studies to ses2 how
pervasive the follow-the—leader behaviour actually is.
In a particular study., Frovine {(198%) posed variations
of a S-min series of 30 videotapesd repetitions of a
vawning Tace to notice the vawn-evoking potency of such
stimuli. The obvious resulit was that the visually
observed vawns evoked more vawns 1Ln witnesses than did
featureless or smiling fTaces. From the data Provine
suggested plainly that viewing a vawn triggers in us an
urge to vawn, even though we have no conscious desire
to imitate the behaviour (1989).

Contrasted to the contagious aspect of yawning,
Frovine fTurther developed his studies pondering on the
guestion whether reading about vawning could induce it.
The effectiveness of reading about vawning in
stimulating yvawns was studied alongside reading about
hiccuping to examine the number of vawns performed
during each of the readings. One group of subjects were

to read a passage aboult vawning, while another read

i

about hiccuping. The collection of data reflected the
mumber of vawns of subiects in which significantly more
who had read the yvawning passage had yawned or thought

about yawning than did the other group (Provine, 19864).
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The experiment was to support the suggestion that this
model of behaviour was not all involuntary, or
imitative, but implied that active cognitive processes
were responsible for creating an urge to vawn.

The previous studies of vawning and the results

derived from them have followed from the use of

laboratory settings as a means of collecting data.
Some experiments employed scientific and objective
measures to record subject’'s observations. But other
experiments, such as that of Greco and Basnninger
(1989), sought self-report as a valid measure of yawning

in the laboratory. Subjects assigned to one of two

groups were to record their own yvawns, where one group

was completely unobserved while the other group
observed through a two—-way mirror. The results showed
that the two group’'s responses concerning yvawn
frequency, duration, and inter-vawn intervals did not
differ from each other significantly. The authors
concluded that self-report is a valid measure to study
vawns and that it eliminates any inhibitions that arise

because of a watchful eye (Greco & Baenninger, 1989).
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