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A B S T R A C T

Detecting temporal synchrony in audiovisual speech in infancy is fundamental for socio- 
communicative development, especially for language acquisition. Autism is an early-onset and 
highly heritable neurodevelopmental condition often associated with language difficulties that 
usually extend to infants with an elevated likelihood of autism. Early susceptibilities in still un-
clear basic mechanisms may underlie these difficulties. Here, we discuss why sensitivity to 
temporal synchrony in audiovisual speech should be investigated in infants with an elevated 
likelihood of autism as a candidate mechanism underlying language difficulties. We then review 
direct and indirect eye-tracking evidence. Although scarce, some studies suggest that detection of 
temporal synchrony in audiovisual speech may be reduced in infant siblings (but evidence is 
mixed); however, this does not seem to account for language difficulties. Instead, a lack of 
relationship between selective attention to the articulating mouth and language development 
may be a plausible candidate mechanism. However, longitudinal studies tracking both sensitivity 
to temporal synchrony and selective attention to talking faces in the first year are needed for 
further clarification. Our discussion highlights gaps in the literature, future research directions 
and implications for domain-general approaches to the emergence of autism.

1. Introduction

1.1. ‘What happens at the same time, goes together’

Infants experience mostly multimodal events early in life, particularly in socio-communicative contexts (e.g., visuo-tactile stim-
ulation). Audiovisual speaking faces are one of the most common multimodal events in adult-infant dyads, requiring infants to 
simultaneously hear speech sounds and see lip movements. Effective learning from this event requires the appropriate integration of 
audiovisual information (Wallace et al., 2019), a skill commonly referred to as audiovisual processing. As mature perceivers, adults are 
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