
    


    
      Skip to main content
    
    

        
    

  
  
    
      
        
          
  
  Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development
  
    
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    
    
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    
  
        
        
  
    
      
        
        
          
        
        
          
          
        
      
    
    Recherche
  
  
    
      
    
    
      
      
    
    Menu
  


      

      
        
          

  
    English
    En
  
  
    
      Close
      
        
        
      
    
    Language selection

    	
          Français
        
	
          English
        


  



          

          	
    
      
        
          
          
        
      
      Research & Policy
    
  
	
    
      
        
        
        
      
      Store
      
        
          
          
            
          
          
            
            
          
        
      
    
  


              
    
      
        
          ✭ NEW! ✭

Buy our printed resources here!

          To buy our printed resources, check out our online store! 

        

        
          Close
        

      

    

  




        
        
          
	
      Behaviour 
      
        
          
            Close
            
              
              
            
          
          Behaviour

                      
                              
                  	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Aggression
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Anxiety and depression
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Attachment
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Autism
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Brain
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Child nutrition
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Crying behaviour
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Emotions
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Epigenetics
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Gender: early socialization
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Hyperactivity and inattention (ADHD)
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Mental health
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Peer relations
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Prosocial behaviour
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Resilience
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Sleeping behaviour
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Temperament
                        
                      


                

                                        

                    
            Explore Behaviour
            
              
            
          
        

      

    
	
      Education 
      
        
          
            Close
            
              
              
            
          
          Education

                      
                              
                  	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Brain
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Child care – Early childhood education and care
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Executive functions
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Father – Paternity
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Gender: early socialization
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Language development and literacy
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Learning disabilities
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Numeracy
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Outdoor play
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Parenting skills
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Peer relations
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Play
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Play-based learning
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Preschool programs
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Prosocial behaviour
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          School readiness
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          School success
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Second language
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Social cognition
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Technology in early childhood education
                        
                      


                

                                        

                    
            Explore Education
            
              
            
          
        

      

    
	
      Health 
      
        
          
            Close
            
              
              
            
          
          Health

                      
                              
                  	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Anxiety and depression
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Breastfeeding
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Child nutrition
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Child obesity
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Epigenetics
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Immunization
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Injury prevention
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Mental health
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Nutrition – Pregnancy
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Physical activity
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Sleeping behaviour
                        
                      


                

                                        

                    
            Explore Health
            
              
            
          
        

      

    
	
      Pregnancy 
      
        
          
            Close
            
              
              
            
          
          Pregnancy

                      
                              
                  	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Assisted reproductive technology
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Attachment
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Breastfeeding
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Epigenetics
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD)
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Home visiting
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Low income and pregnancy
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Maternal depression
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Mental health
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Nutrition – Pregnancy
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Prematurity
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Stress and pregnancy (prenatal and perinatal)
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Tobacco and pregnancy
                        
                      


                

                                        

                    
            Explore Pregnancy
            
              
            
          
        

      

    
	
      Family 
      
        
          
            Close
            
              
              
            
          
          Family

                      
                              
                  	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Culture
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Divorce and separation
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Father – Paternity
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Immigration
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Injury prevention
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Maltreatment (child)
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Maternal depression
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Mental health
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Parenting skills
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Peer relations
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Social violence
                        
                      


                

                                        

                    
            Explore Family
            
              
            
          
        

      

    
	
      Programs 
      
        
          
            Close
            
              
              
            
          
          Programs

                      
                              
                  	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Child care – Early childhood education and care
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Head Start policy
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Home visiting
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Immigration
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Importance of early childhood development
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Integrated early childhood development services
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Low income and pregnancy
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Parental leave
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Preschool programs
                        
                      
	
                        
                          
                            
                          
                          Welfare reform
                        
                      


                

                                        

                    
            Explore Programs
            
              
            
          
        

      

    
	
    
      
        
          
          
            
          
          
            
            
          
        
      
      Search
    
    
      
        
          Close
          
            
            
          
        
      

      


  
    
      What are you looking for?
      
      
        Search
        
          
        
      
    


        Explore the content categories

    
              Behaviour
              Education
              Health
              Pregnancy
              Family
              Programs
          

    	
          -A-

          	Aggression
	Anxiety and depression
	Assisted reproductive technology
	Attachment
	Autism


        
	
          -B-

          	Brain
	Breastfeeding


        
	
          -C-

          	Child care – Early childhood education and care
	Child nutrition
	Child obesity
	Crying behaviour
	Culture


        
	
          -D-

          	Divorce and separation


        
	
          -E-

          	Emotions
	Epigenetics
	Executive functions


        
	
          -F-

          	Father – Paternity
	Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD)


        
	
          -G-

          	Gender: early socialization


        
	
          -H-

          	Head Start policy
	Home visiting
	Hyperactivity and inattention (ADHD)


        
	
          -I-

          	Immigration
	Immunization
	Importance of early childhood development
	Injury prevention
	Integrated early childhood development services


        
	
          -L-

          	Language development and literacy
	Learning disabilities
	Low income and pregnancy


        
	
          -M-

          	Maltreatment (child)
	Maternal depression
	Mental health


        
	
          -N-

          	Numeracy
	Nutrition – Pregnancy


        
	
          -O-

          	Outdoor play


        
	
          -P-

          	Parental leave
	Parenting skills
	Peer relations
	Physical activity
	Play
	Play-based learning
	Prematurity
	Preschool programs
	Prosocial behaviour


        
	
          -R-

          	Resilience


        
	
          -S-

          	School readiness
	School success
	Second language
	Sleeping behaviour
	Social cognition
	Social violence
	Stress and pregnancy (prenatal and perinatal)


        
	
          -T-

          	Technology in early childhood education
	Temperament
	Tobacco and pregnancy


        
	
          -W-

          	Welfare reform


        


      



    

  


        
      

      
        


  
    
      What are you looking for?
      
      
        Search
        
          
        
      
    


        Explore the content categories

    
              Behaviour
              Education
              Health
              Pregnancy
              Family
              Programs
          

    	
          -A-

          	Aggression
	Anxiety and depression
	Assisted reproductive technology
	Attachment
	Autism


        
	
          -B-

          	Brain
	Breastfeeding


        
	
          -C-

          	Child care – Early childhood education and care
	Child nutrition
	Child obesity
	Crying behaviour
	Culture


        
	
          -D-

          	Divorce and separation


        
	
          -E-

          	Emotions
	Epigenetics
	Executive functions


        
	
          -F-

          	Father – Paternity
	Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD)


        
	
          -G-

          	Gender: early socialization


        
	
          -H-

          	Head Start policy
	Home visiting
	Hyperactivity and inattention (ADHD)


        
	
          -I-

          	Immigration
	Immunization
	Importance of early childhood development
	Injury prevention
	Integrated early childhood development services


        
	
          -L-

          	Language development and literacy
	Learning disabilities
	Low income and pregnancy


        
	
          -M-

          	Maltreatment (child)
	Maternal depression
	Mental health


        
	
          -N-

          	Numeracy
	Nutrition – Pregnancy


        
	
          -O-

          	Outdoor play


        
	
          -P-

          	Parental leave
	Parenting skills
	Peer relations
	Physical activity
	Play
	Play-based learning
	Prematurity
	Preschool programs
	Prosocial behaviour


        
	
          -R-

          	Resilience


        
	
          -S-

          	School readiness
	School success
	Second language
	Sleeping behaviour
	Social cognition
	Social violence
	Stress and pregnancy (prenatal and perinatal)


        
	
          -T-

          	Technology in early childhood education
	Temperament
	Tobacco and pregnancy


        
	
          -W-

          	Welfare reform


        


      



      

    

  




      
    


  
    
      
        
          
            
          
          Back
        
      
    

    
       

      

        
          

          
            
              The Development of Theory of Mind in Early Childhood

              
                
                                      1Janet Wilde Astington, PhD, 2Margaret J. Edward, MA                                  
                                  

                  
                    1Institute of Child Study, University of Toronto, Canada
2School District 10, New Brunswick Education, Canada
                  
                                

                August 2010 
              

              
                
                  
                
                PDF version
              
            
            

                              Introduction

The most important development in early childhood social cognition is the development of theory of mind.1,2 Its development during the first five years of life is described in this article, as well as factors that influence its development, and the consequences of its development for children’s lives at home and school.

Subject

Social cognition is at the heart of children’s ability to get along with other people and to see things from their point of view. The basis of this crucial ability lies in the development of theory of mind.3,4 “Theory of mind” refers to our understanding of people as mental beings, each with his or her own mental states – such as thoughts, wants, motives and feelings. We use theory of mind to explain our own behaviour to others, by telling them what we think and want, and we interpret other people’s talk and behaviour by considering their thoughts and wants.

Problems 

The development of theory of mind from birth to 5 years of age is now well described in the research literature4,5 – or at least, we can describe how infants and children behave in experimental situations as well as in natural settings. There are problems, however, in interpretation of the findings. Some researchers claim that even babies are aware of other people’s thoughts and wants while others think that this understanding does not develop until the toddler or preschool years. This contradiction can be resolved by taking a developmental view of theory of mind – that is, early-developing intuitive awareness later becomes more reflective and explicit.5 Moreover, children’s developing language abilities play an important role in this transition.6

Research Context

Children’s awareness of thoughts, wants and feelings is inferred from what they say and do in naturalistic and experimental situations. Natural settings show the child’s abilities to interact with others in the real world.7 Experimental settings, where children are questioned individually about hypothetical scenarios, reveal the precise level of a child’s independent understanding.8 

Key Research Questions

	What are the typical developments in theory of mind from infancy to age 5?
	What factors, both those in the social environment and those internal to the child, influence the rate of development?
	What are the consequences of theory-of-mind development for children’s social competence and for their success in school?

Recent Research Results

Research shows that infants display behaviours that are important beginnings for theory-of-mind development (see details in Moore’s and Sommerville’s papers in the chapter on social cognition9,10).
By age 2, children clearly show awareness of the difference between thoughts in the mind and things in the world. In pretend play (e.g., pretending a block is a car), toddlers show that they can distinguish between an object – the block – and thoughts about the object – the block as a car.11 They also understand that people will feel happy if they get what they want and will feel sad if they do not.12 And at this age children see that there may be a difference between what they want and what another person wants.13 This developing awareness is seen in children’s language too: 2-year-olds talk about what they and others want and like and feel; when they are 3, they also talk about what people think and know.14

A crucial development occurs around 4 years of age when children realize that thoughts in the mind may not be true. For example, children are allowed to discover that a familiar candy box actually contains pencils, and then are asked what their friend will think is in the box, before looking inside it.15 Three-year-olds assume that the friend will know it has pencils inside, just as they now do, but 4-year-olds recognize that the friend will be tricked, just as they were. Three-year-olds also do not remember that their own belief has changed.16 If the pencils are put back in the box and they are asked what they thought was inside before opening it, they’ll say “pencils” not “candy” but 4-year-olds remember they thought it was candy. That is, 3-year-olds are not simply egocentric, i.e., thinking everyone knows what they know, rather, they come to understand their own minds and those of other people at the same time. By the age of 4 or 5 years, children realize that people talk and act on the basis of the way they think the world is, even when their thoughts do not reflect the real situation, and so they will not be surprised if their uninformed friend looks for candy in the box they know has pencils inside.

Some factors in the social environment influence the rate of typical development of theory of mind: for example, children show earlier awareness of mental states if their mothers talk about thoughts, wants and feelings,17 and provide reasons when correcting misbehaviour.18 Children with brothers and/or sisters are aware of mental states sooner than only children.19 The rate of development is also influenced by children’s participation in pretend play,20 their experiences of story-book reading21 and of talking with others about past experiences.22 Factors internal to the child that influence the rate of development include language abilities,23 and cognitive abilities that control and regulate behaviour (known as executive functions).24

Research shows that theory-of-mind development has consequences for children’s social functioning and school success. Children with more developed theory of mind are better communicators and can resolve conflicts with their friends;25 their pretend play is more complex;26 their teachers rate them as more socially competent;27 they are happier in school and more popular with peers;27 and their school work is more advanced in some ways.28 However, a well-developed theory of mind can also be used in antisocial ways, such as in teasing, bullying and lying.29

Research Gaps

We need to know more about how and why different environmental-social and child-cognitive factors affect the rate of theory-of-mind development, particularly regarding effective interventions for children whose theory of mind is less well-developed.

To date, the majority of studies involve middle-class, Western children. More research is needed with children from different backgrounds and cultures to investigate similarities and differences in theory-of-mind development.

How people act is governed not just by their thoughts and wants, but also by moral and social rules. Research is needed into how rule-based reasoning and theory of mind operate together in social cognition.

More research is also needed into the brain processes underlying theory of mind.

Conclusions

Theory of mind develops gradually, with intuitive social skills appearing in infancy and then reflective social cognition developing during the toddler and preschool years.

Three-year-olds know that different people may want, like and feel different things. By age 4 or 5, children know that people may think different things. They understand that sometimes a person may believe something that is not true but, in that case, what the person does or says is based on the false belief.

There are differences in the rate of typical development that partly depend on factors in the environment, such as family talk and disciplinary strategies, interaction with siblings, story books and pretend play, as well as factors in the child, such as language and cognitive control abilities.

There are consequences to theory-of-mind development that are seen in children’s social competence and success in school.

Implications for Parents, Services and Policy

Theory of mind is at the base of children’s social understanding. The implicit theory of mind seen in infants becomes more explicit during the preschool years and provides an important foundation for school entry.

Theory of mind is more like language than literacy, in so far as it is a system with biological roots that develops without specific teaching.

Nonetheless, environmental factors do influence its development. It can be enhanced by opportunities:

	to engage in rich pretend play;
	to talk about people’s thoughts, wants, and feelings, and the reasons why they act the way they do;
	to hear and talk about stories, especially those involving surprises, secrets, tricks, and mistakes, that invite children to see things from different points of view (for example, Red Riding Hood doesn’t know that the wolf is dressed up as grandma).

Parents and caregivers can be made aware of signs, such as lack of pretend play or lack of shared attention and interest, that might indicate theory of mind is not developing in the typical way, which is the case with children at risk for autism, for example.30
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