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would probably say cereal. However, if I opened it and pulled out ribbons, you would no longer 
say it contained cereal. What if I asked you what friends of yours would say? You would, of course, 
say cereal because they did not see the ribbons being pulled out of the box.

However, young children, as well as individuals with autism, would not give this answer. They 
would say ribbons because they are unable to understand that what someone else knows could be 
different from what they know. This ability to take another’s perspective is referred to as theory of 
mind or mind reading. It is an ability that develops over the preschool years, generally between 
3 and 5 years of age. Theory of mind has also been seen as a prerequisite for the ability to engage 
in pretend play and the ability to lie. Some theories of autism suggest that part of the disorder is a 
deficit in theory of mind (Baron-Cohen, 2009; Baron-Cohen & Belmonte, 2005).

The experimental procedure with the cereal box is formally called the false belief task and has 
been used to assess theory of mind. In this procedure, a cereal box is shown to the child. The child 
is then asked what is in the box. Of course, the child responds by naming the type of cereal, such 
as Cheerios. The experimenter then opens the box and shows the child it contains something else, 
such as ribbons. The child is then asked what another child out in the hall would think is in the 
box. Three-year-old children tend to say ribbons, whereas 4-year-olds would say Cheerios. Thus, 
the 4-year-olds understand what others would believe, whereas 3-year-olds would not. The final 
part of the task is where the experimenter asks the children what they initially thought was in the 
box. Four-year-olds say Cheerios, whereas 3-year-olds say ribbons. When this experiment and 
similar tasks are given around the world, it is observed that theory of mind develops at about the 
same time. Few 3-year-olds correctly understand what another knows, and few 5-year-olds are 
incorrect in their understanding of what another child would experience.

Researchers have sought to describe theoretically the developmental aspects of inferring 
mental states in another person. Simon Baron-Cohen’s (2005) model suggests four components. 
The first aspect that the child begins to develop during the first 9 months of life is an intentionality 
detector. What this means is that an infant tends to interpret movement in a two-person relation-
ship as a desire and as goal directed. The second aspect that begins to develop during this time 
is an eye direction detector. What this means for a theory of mind is that the infant infers that 
another person is looking at him or her versus looking at something else. The third aspect is seen 
at the end of the first year of life and is called the shared attentional mechanism. This idea is that 
the infant is able to know that the mother, for example, knows where she is looking. If the infant 
could put this into adult language, she would say something like, “Mother sees that I see the cup.” 
In real life, infants during the second year of life are not surprised when their mother notices that 
they are looking at a particular object. Built on these aspects, the fourth mechanism, a theory of 
mind mechanism, is seen after at least 2 years of age. This allows a child to infer what one knows 
by observing what one sees. For example, if one child sees another child seeing an adult hide a toy 
under the pillow, then the first child could infer that the second child knows where the toy is.

In order to understand the development of empathy in children, Simon Baron-Cohen, 
(Baron-Cohen & Belmonte, 2005) has suggested two additional aspects in the theory of mind 
model: an emotion detector and an empathy system. In theory of mind terms, the emotion detec-
tor develops within the first year of life and recognizes emotional signs in another person. The 
empathy system goes beyond recognition of emotion; it is the ability on some level to know how 
another person feels. This, of course, signals the beginning of empathy. A lack of the develop-
ment of empathy would be seen in children with autism and psychopathic individuals. This will 
be described in more detail later in this chapter.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• Why is it important to understand the normal course of human development when learning 
about the psychological disorders of childhood?

•• Every human learns to talk and walk at a different rate and express emotions at a different 
rate. What implications do these individual differences have for the definition, diagnosis, and 
treatment of childhood disorders?




