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Do Children Prefer Mentalistic Descriptions?

Rebecca A. Dore and Angeline S. Lillard
University of Virginia

ABSTRACT. Against a long tradition of childhood realism (Piaget, 1929), A. S. Lillard and J. H.
Flavell (1990) found that 3-year-olds prefer to characterize people by their mental states (beliefs,
desires, emotions) than by their visible behaviors. In this exploratory study, we extend this finding
to a new cohort of 3-year-olds, examine how these preferences change from 3–4 years, and explore
relationships with theory of mind and parental mind-mindedness. The results showed a developmental
change and a possible cohort difference: at 3 years, children in the sample preferred behavioral
descriptions, although by 4 years of age, they preferred mentalistic ones. Interestingly, mentalistic
preferences were unrelated to theory of mind or parental mind-mindedness, concurrently or over
time. Perspective-taking skills at 3 years, however, predicted an increase in mentalistic responses
from 3 years to 4 years. Possible explanations for each finding are discussed.

Keywords mental state language, mind-mindedness, theory of mind

Early research suggested that young children are behaviorists and do not focus on internal mental
states. For example, children often categorize actions that adults would consider mental, such as
thinking or pretending, as physical actions (Lillard, 1996; Selman, 1980) and most commonly
describe others in terms of physical characteristics, rather than describing internal or mentalistic
traits (Peevers & Secord, 1973). Research on children’s theories of mind, however, has revealed
that children are by no means essentially behaviorists. For example, young children use mental
state language, including terms relating to desires, beliefs, and emotional states, in their everyday
conversations with parents and siblings (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995; Brown & Dunn, 1991;
Symons, 2004), and by 3 years, appear to correctly use these words to refer to inner mental
phenomena (Kristen, Sodian, & Licata, 2012; Miller & Aloise, 1989; Pascual, Aguado, Sotillo,
& Masdeu, 2008; Recchia & Howe, 2008; Shatz, Wellman, & Silber, 1983; Tardif & Wellman,
2000). Thus, it appears that children do have at least a rudimentary understanding of basic mental
states (desires, beliefs, and emotions) at a young age. However, surprisingly little research has
examined whether children actually favor this kind of mental state language over other types of
language. That is, when both types of information are equally salient, do children prefer thinking
about people in terms of their mental states or their behaviors?
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2 DORE & LILLARD

Lillard and Flavell (1990) designed a mentalistic–behavioral task (MB Task) to address this
question. For each of 12 items in this task, an experimenter sequentially showed children three
pictures that were identical but differed in their coloring in order to make them appear somewhat
different from one another. The experimenter described the first two pictures, using a mentalistic
description for one and a behavioral description for the other, with the order of these descriptions
counterbalanced. Then, the child was asked to tell a puppet about the third picture, effectively
to choose between the mentalistic and behavioral description. Counter to the characterization
of young children as mental realists or behaviorists (Shantz, 1983), 3-year-olds showed a slight
preference for mentalistic descriptions over behavioral ones (Lillard & Flavell, 1990). This finding
was later replicated by another laboratory (Youngstrom & Goodman, 2001).

To our knowledge, these are the only two published studies that have examined this question
or used the MB task. In the present research we sought to replicate with a new cohort the finding
that children prefer mentalistic descriptions. We also sought to extend the prior research in three
ways.

Change Over Time

Although the prior studies with the MB task showed a slight preference for mentalistic descriptions
at 3 years, an open question is how this develops, or whether that preference is even stronger
at 4 years. Across the preschool years, theory of mind (ToM) skills improve and naturalistic
mental state language increases (Dunn & Brown, 1993; Hughes & Dunn, 1998; Wellman &
Liu, 2004). Children’s tendency to refer to traits also increases in this period (Eder, 1989).
Does children’s preference for using mentalistic descriptions also increase during preschool?
Both previous studies used 3-year-olds; within that age range, one did not find an age effect
(Youngstrom & Goodman, 2001) and the other did not examine potential age effects (Lillard &
Flavell, 1990). Here we examined age effects both across children and within individual children
from 3–4 years.

Stability of Individual Differences Over Time

The second extension was to investigate whether individual children’s preference for mentalistic
or behavioral descriptions are stable over time. Seemingly related measures, such as ToM and
naturalistic mental state language, are relatively stable within individuals over time (Hughes
& Dunn, 1998; Hughes, Ensor, & Marks, 2011), but stability of the MB Task is unexamined.
To investigate this stability, we tested children at two time points approximately seven months
apart.

Relationship Between Preference for Mentalistic Descriptions and ToM

A third issue addressed here is the relationship between children’s preference for mentalistic
descriptions and ToM. It might be the case that children with more advanced ToM might be more
inclined than others to discuss mental states. In this case, preference for mentalistic descriptions
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PREFERENCE FOR MENTALISTIC DESCRIPTIONS 3

would be positively related to ToM. Supporting this possibility, ToM is related both concurrently
and longitudinally to the amount of mental state language children use in naturalistic contexts
(Ensor & Hughes, 2008; Hughes & Dunn, 1998; Hughes et al., 2011; for a review, see de Rosnay
& Hughes, 2006). In the present study, ToM and preference for mentalistic descriptions were
measured at two time points in order to investigate their concurrent and longitudinal relationships.

Parental Mind-Mindedness as a Predictor of Preference for Mentalistic
Descriptions and ToM

Parental mind-mindedness is a parent’s tendency to view his or her child as an individual with
a mind, as measured by coding of parent–infant interactions or of parents’ open-ended verbal
description of the child (Meins & Fernyhough, 2010).1 Parents who are high in mind-mindedness
tend to focus on their children’s mentalistic attributes, rather than behavioral or physical traits.
Theoretically, Meins et al. argued that parents who treat their children as mental agents may
be more likely to focus on mental states in their interactions and conversations with children.
Through these interactions, children might begin to focus more on mental states and gain a better
understanding of others’ minds. Indeed, research shows that early maternal mind-mindedness
predicts later ToM (Laranjo, Bernier, Meins, & Carlson, 2010; Meins & Fernyhough, 1999;
Meins, Fernyhough, Russell, & Clark-Carter, 1998; Meins et al., 2003). However, some research
has shown that maternal mind-mindedness is not concurrently related to ToM (Meins et al., 2003).
Further exploration of this important construct in other laboratories is needed. We examined both
concurrent and short-term predictive relationships between parental mind-mindedness and ToM,
as well as the relationship of parental mind-mindedness to children’s performance on the MB Task.

The Present Study

The basic goal of the present study was to replicate with a different sample Lillard and Flavell’s
(1990) finding that 3-year-olds prefer mentalistic over behavioral descriptions, and to extend it
in several ways. First, we examined whether children’s preference for mentalistic descriptions
increases over this time period, and also whether individual differences in this preference are
stable over a 6–8-month period between 3 and 4 years. Both stability and an increase with
age have been found with other, seemingly related constructs, such as naturalistic mental state
language and ToM.

Second, we examined whether there is a relationship between a preference for mentalistic
descriptions and ToM. Past research has shown that children’s use of mental state language in a
naturalistic context is related to ToM, but the relationship of the MB task to ToM is untested. We
tapped children’s ability to contrast mental states (from reality or others’ mental states) in two
ways: the ToM Scale (Wellman & Lui, 2004) and Visual Perspective-Taking Tasks (Masangkay
et al., 1974) in which children must describe another person’s visual perspective. Whereas the ToM
Scale is a widely used measure and includes a standard false belief task, the Visual Perspective-
Taking Tasks are derived from earlier Piagetian tasks and are considered strongly related to false
belief (Flavell, 1988). Despite the strong theoretical link between visual perspective taking and
false belief, published reports providing empirical evidence of a relationship are lacking. Thus,
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4 DORE & LILLARD

these two measures may not follow similar trajectories and relate to other measures in similar
ways.

Finally, we examined whether parental mind-mindedness, a parent’s tendency to view their
child as an individual with a mind, predicts preference for mentalistic descriptions and ToM. Some
studies have found a relationship between parental mind-mindedness and ToM, and others have
not. Most studies of the construct have occurred in a single laboratory and replication is important.

To examine these questions, we tested preschool children at two time points, 6–8 months apart.
The data from the first time point showed whether Lillard and Flavell’s (1990) findings would
replicate in a new sample, as well as revealing whether concurrent relationships exist between
the MB task, ToM, and parental mind-mindedness. The data from the second time point allowed
examination of the stability of children’s preference for mentalistic descriptions and whether it
increases with age, as well as potential longitudinal relationships between the MB task, TOM,
and parental mind-mindedness. At the first time point, all children were 3 years old. We chose to
test children of this age in order to replicate past findings. We used a test interval of 6–8 months
because this time period is sufficient to show advances on ToM, and we expected it might show
change in preference for mentalistic descriptions as well.

METHOD

Participants

Eighty-four children participated at Time 1 (42 girls, M age = 3;5 [years; months], SD = 3.7
months, range = 3;0 to 3;11). Approximately 6–8 months later (M time between visits = 6.94
months, SD = 0.73 months, range: 5.7–9.0 months), 57 children (25 girls) of these returned for
their Time 2 visit (M age at Time 2 = 4;0, SD = 3.9 months, range = 3;7 to 4;7). Based on prior
studies (Hughes & Dunn, 1998; Laranjo et al., 2010; Meins et al., 1998; Meins et al., 2003), we
expected that this sample size would provide sufficient power to find existent effects. Children
were primarily white and middle to upper-middle class and were recruited from a database of
families willing to bring their children to the laboratory for research. Parents were contacted by
phone and email to schedule visits. During the visit, parents provided written informed consent
and children provided verbal assent before entering the testing room.

Procedure

At both time points, children were tested individually in one session. Testing was done in a quiet
room by the same female experimenter at both time points. Parents either remained in the waiting
room or sat quietly in the back of testing room, behind the child.

Time 1

Children completed the Visual Perspective-Taking Tasks, the MB Task, and the ToM Scale,
in that order. As part of a larger study, 60 children also received the Test of Emotion Com-
prehension (Pons, Harris, & de Rosnay, 2004) prior to the ToM Scale.2 Parents completed the
Mind-Mindedness Questionnaire.
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PREFERENCE FOR MENTALISTIC DESCRIPTIONS 5

Time 2

During the second visit, children completed these same three tasks: the Visual Perspective-
Taking Tasks, the MB Task, and the ToM Scale. The order of these tasks was systematically
varied across participants using a Latin Squares design (18–20 children per order, where possible
orders were PT-MB-ToM, MB-ToM-PT, and ToM-PT-MB) to allow us to examine potential order
effects. We had used a single task order at Time 1 because we were conducting a larger study of
group differences; using a systematic order at Time 2 allowed us to ensure task order did not have
an effect). As part of a larger study, prior to the rest of the study procedures, children participated
in another task in the waiting room that involved choosing between two toys.

Measures

Visual perspective-taking tasks

Two standard tasks measured Level 1 and Level 2 perspective taking. In the Level 1 task,
children saw a card with a picture of a dog on one side and a picture of a cat on the other side. The
experimenter held the card vertically between herself and the child, and asked the child which
animal he or she saw and then which animal the experimenter saw. To pass the task, the child
must indicate that when he or she sees the dog, the experimenter sees the cat. In the Level 2 task,
children saw a card with a picture of a turtle on it. The experimenter placed the card flat on the
table between herself and the child, and asked the child whether he or she saw the turtle right side
up or upside down and then whether the experimenter saw the turtle right side up or upside down.
To pass the task, the child must indicate that when the turtle looks upside down to the child, it
looks right side up the experimenter (Masangkay et al., 1974). Children received one point for
each task they answered correctly, so scores could range from 0 to 2.

MB task

This task included 12 items (Lillard & Flavell, 1990, Study 2), four in each of three categories:
emotion, other mental states, and unsuggested mental states (in which the mental state is not
suggested by the picture; see Table 1). For each item, children were shown three differently
colored copies of the same picture. The experimenter described the first two pictures, one using a
mentalistic description and the other using a behavioral description. Children were asked to tell a
puppet about the third picture and usually gave one of the two descriptions previously provided by
the experimenter. Coders categorized other responses as behavioral or mentalistic. For example,
“He likes cupcakes” was mentalistic, whereas “He’s looking at the cupcakes” was behavioral. A
second coder coded a randomly selected 20% of the participants’ responses and agreement was
100%.

For each of the 12 items, mentalistic responses were coded as 1 and behavioral responses were
coded as –1 (Lillard & Flavell, 1990). Thus, scores could range from –12 to 12, where 0 indicates
no preference, negative numbers indicate a preference for behavioral descriptions, and positive
numbers indicate a preference for mentalistic descriptions.
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6 DORE & LILLARD

TABLE 1
Mentalistic–Behavioral Task Items

Mentalistic Behavioral

Emotion
He’s scared of the dog. He’s holding his mommy’s hand.
She’s happy with the puppy. She’s patting the puppy.
She’s mad about the drawing. She’s talking about the drawing
He’s feeling sad about his spilled milk. He’s wiping up his spilled milk.

Other mental states
She’s choosing a book that she likes. She’s taking a book off the shelf.
He wants to get a cupcake. He’s on tiptoes by the cupcakes.
He’s thinking about what to paint. He’s holding a paintbrush.
She’s looking for a toy. She’s opening the toy box.

Unsuggested mental states
She’s thinking about her big sister. She’s wearing her black shoes.
He’s wondering what game to play. He’s standing still.
She’s having a dream. She’s got her eyes closed.
He’s hoping his teacher will read a story. He’s sitting on the floor with his legs crossed.

At Time 1, the items were presented in one of two random orders and which six items were
described with the mental state description first was counterbalanced across participants. Neither
order nor placement of the mental state description influenced performance (ps > .44), so at Time
2 these features were held constant. Finally, for exploratory reasons a subset of these children told
a king puppet (eight children) or the experimenter (eight children) about the picture rather than the
stuffed animal. Regression analyses showed that neither of these conditions altered performance
(ps >.27) so responses were combined.

For 60 of the 84 children, at Time 1, the MB Task was administered in two phases (six items
each) with an intervening experience (a 10-min play session), to test if the intervening experience
would influence performance. The intervening experience had no effect on this or later tasks and
the total score is used here.

ToM scale

Children completed the five-item version of the scale (Wellman & Liu, 2004). The scale
includes the following tasks: (a) diverse desires, which tests children’s understanding that others
can have desires that differ from the child’s own; (b) diverse beliefs, which tests children’s
understanding that others can have beliefs that differ from the child’s own; (c) knowledge access,
which tests children’s understanding that others do not necessarily have the same knowledge
as the child does; (d) contents false belief, which tests children’s understanding that others can
have false beliefs despite the fact that the child knows the truth about a given situation; and (e)
real-apparent emotion, which tests children’s understanding that a person can feel one emotion
inwardly and display a different emotion outwardly. An alternate version was used at Time 2,
which retains the basic structure and constructs but changes names and items in the vignettes.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
V

ir
gi

ni
a,

 C
ha

rl
ot

te
sv

ill
e]

, [
R

eb
ec

ca
 A

. D
or

e]
 a

t 1
9:

14
 1

7 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

4 



PREFERENCE FOR MENTALISTIC DESCRIPTIONS 7

Parental mind-mindedness questionnaire

To measure parental mind-mindedness, parents wrote in response to the open-ended question,
“How would you describe your child?” (Meins et al., 1998). Coders categorized each attribute
mentioned as mental, behavioral, physical, or general, according to Meins’s scoring system (Meins
& Fernyhough, 2010). Any descriptions relating to the child’s intellect, imagination, emotion, or
metacognition were coded as mentalistic. Attributes describing activities the child likes to do or
the child’s typical behavior were coded as behavioral. Physical descriptions or references to the
child’s age were categorized as physical, whereas general comments that did not fit into another
category were categorized as general. Mind-mindedness scores were computed by taking the
number of mental attributes divided by the total number of attributes used to describe the child. A
second coder coded a randomly selected 20% of participants’ data. Cohen’s kappa was .7 (mental
vs. not mental).

RESULTS

We first describe the results for the MB Task at Time 1 and Time 2 and the relationship between
scores on this measure across time points. Next, we discuss the relationship between the MB
Task and ToM. Finally, we examine the relationship between these measures and parental mind-
mindedness. All analyses were conducted using the statistical package R (R Core Team, 2013).

MB Task

Time 1

Forty-four percent of children’s Time 1 description choices were mentalistic; 56% were
behavioral. For example, when presented with the descriptions, “She’s taking a book off the
shelf,” and “She’s choosing a book that she likes,” the children tended to choose “She’s taking
a book off the shelf,” or create another behavioral description. The mean score was –1.15
(SD = 3.52). A one-sample t test comparing this mean to 0 showed that children’s responses
were significantly more behavioral than would be expected were they responding haphazardly or
without preference, t(81) = –2.94, p = .004, d = .65. This contrasts with Lillard and Flavell’s
(1990) and Youngstrom and Goodman’s (2001) findings that 3-year-olds preferred mentalistic
descriptions.

Next we examined mentalistic choices by category (emotion, other mental state, and unsug-
gested mental state) using a logistic regression model in which score on a particular item was
predicted from category.3 Children’s responses on items in the unsuggested category were more
behavioral than responses on items in both the emotion category (B = –.54, p < .001) and the other
mental state category (B = –.46, p < .003), consistent with Lillard and Flavell’s (1990) findings.
The regression model indicted that children’s degrees of preference for mentalistic description
for items in the emotion and other mental states categories were not significantly different from
each other (p = .62) and they were also quite close to 0 (indicating no preference). As can be seen
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8 DORE & LILLARD

TABLE 2
Mean Score and Standard Deviation on Mentalistic–Behavioral Task, by Time and Category

Category

All items Emotion Other mental state
Unsuggested mental

state

Time M SD M SD M SD M SD

Time 1 −1.15 3.53 0.00 2.16 −0.14 2.00 −1.04 1.86
Time 2 1.05 3.69 0.39 1.67 0.74 1.95 −0.07 2.14

from Table 2, the unsuggested mental state category, in which the mental state is not suggested
by the picture, drove the overall finding that children preferred behavioral descriptions.

Time 2

In contrast to Time 1, at Time 2, 53% of children’s responses were mentalistic and 47% were
behavioral. The mean score of 1.05 (SD = 3.69) reflects a significant preference for mental
descriptions, t(56) = 1.31, p = .04, d = .35. Lillard and Flavell (1990) obtained a mean score of
2.0, showing their 3-year-olds were marginally more mentalistic than were slightly older children
here at the Time 2 test point, t(56) = –1.90, p = .06, d = .51.

Next we examined Time 2 mentalistic choices by category using a logistic regression model
as at Time 1. In line with the Time 1 findings, children’s responses on items in the unsuggested
category were more behavioral than responses on items in the other mental states category
(B = –0.41, p = .03). Still, as can be seen in Table 2, the mean Time 2 unsuggested mental states
score is very close to 0, indicating no preference, and means for the other two categories at Time
2 show a slight mentalistic preference. Neither the emotion and other mental states categories
(p = .34), nor the emotion and unsuggested mental state categories (p = .22), were significantly
different from each other.

Relationship between MB score at Time 1 and Time 2

Children’s scores on the MB Task at Time 1 and Time 2 were not significantly correlated (ps >

.33). Thus, children’s preference for mentalistic or behavioral descriptions was not stable over
this time period.

To examine how children’s performance on this task changed over time, regression models
were estimated. Estimates of effects were obtained from a full model (including all factors,
interactions, and covariates that might be of interest) and compared to simpler, nested models
(using Akaike information criterion, a measure of the relative goodness of fit; see Anderson,
2008).

Children’s mean score at Time 2 was 1.05, compared to –0.87 at Time 1. To examine whether
this is a significant difference, as well as to control for other variables and potential interactions,
the initial model predicting children’s MB score included age, time (Time 1 or Time 2), intervening
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PREFERENCE FOR MENTALISTIC DESCRIPTIONS 9

time between visits (in months), gender, and condition at Time 1 (play intervention), as well as
the two-way interactions between these variables. Nonsignificant predictors were systematically
removed using model comparison. The best-fitting model included time as the only predictor and
showed that children at Time 2 gave more mentalistic responses than children at Time 1 (B =
1.93, p = .01, r2 = .07). No other variables or interactions significantly predicted MB score.

We also examined change over time at an individual level. Of the 57 children who participated
at both time points, 34 changed in a mentalistic direction from Time 1 to Time 2, 10 showed no
change, and 13 changed in a behavioral direction. A binomial test excluding children had the
same score at both time points showed that significantly more children became more mentalistic
from Time 1 to Time 2 than would be expected by chance (p = .003).

We also examined a regression model in which we predicted MB score from age rather than
from time point. In this model, age is a significant predictor of giving more mentalistic responses
(B = 0.15, p = .027, r2 = .04), again suggesting that true developmental change is occurring
from Time 1 to Time 2.

Relating ToM and Perspective Taking and Preference for Mentalistic Descriptions

Means and standard deviations for ToM and Visual Perspective-Taking Tasks can be seen in
Table 3. Correlation and partial correlation analyses were conducted to examine the relationship
between ToM and visual perspective taking and preference for mentalistic descriptions. Partial
correlations were used to examine whether the independent variable measured at Time 1 was
related to the dependent variable at Time 2, controlling for the dependent variable at Time 1, thus
effectively predicting change in the dependent variable from Time 1 to Time 2 (Hauser-Cram &
Krauss, 1991). We expected that these measures, similar to naturalistic mental state language,
might be related to a preference for more mentalistic descriptions.

Surprisingly, at Time 1, better ToM was related to preference for more behavioral descriptions
(r = –.37, p < .001). This relationship held when controlling for age (r = –.33, p = .002). Time
2 ToM was unrelated to Time 1 or Time 2 MB score (ps > .35).

As expected, children’s score on the Visual Perspective-Taking Tasks was correlated with ToM
(r = .29, p < .01). This relationship was marginally significant when controlling for age (r =
.19, p = .089). Also, similar to ToM, score on the Visual Perspective-Taking Tasks was related to
preference for more behavioral descriptions concurrently at Time 1 (r = –.32, p = .004). Unlike

TABLE 3
Mean Score and Standard Deviation on Theory of Mind and Perspective Taking at Each Time Point

Theory of mind scale Visual erspective-taking task

Time M SD M SD

Time 1 1.95 1.05 1.21 0.64
Time 2 2.51 1.04 1.72 0.53

Note. Possible range for the perspective-taking score was 0–2; possible range for theory of mind scale was 0–5, with
higher values indicating better performance.
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10 DORE & LILLARD

ToM, however, a higher score on the Visual Perspective-Taking Tasks was related to becoming
more mentalistic from Time 1 to Time 2 (r = .30, p = .02).

Relationship Between Parental Mind-Mindedness and ToM and Preference
for Mentalistic Descriptions

Parental mind-mindedness, measured at Time 1, did not predict children’s ToM score, Visual
Perspective-Taking score, or preference for mentalistic descriptions, either concurrently or over
time, when controlling for age (ps > .19).

DISCUSSION

In the present study we examined children’s preferences for mentalistic or behavioral descriptions
and extended past findings in three ways. First, we examined how children’s preference for
mentalistic or behavioral descriptions changed with age. Second, we examined the relationship
between this preference and children’s ToM and visual perspective-taking skills. Third, we
examined whether this preference, and ToM, can be predicted by parental mind-mindedness.

Our first finding was a failure to replicate Lillard and Flavell (1990) and Youngstrom and
Goodman (2001), both of which found that 3-year-olds prefer mentalistic descriptions to behav-
ioral ones. Three-year-olds in the present study preferred behavioral descriptions. When children
were tested at Time 2, 6–8 months later, they preferred mentalistic descriptions.

This nonreplication was unexpected, and although we see no clear explanation, we speculate
on a few possibilities. One possibility relates to the specific population being sampled. Prior
research has found that more rural samples are less psychologistic than more urban ones (Lillard,
2006). The sample in Lillard and Flavell (1990) was recruited from Bing Nursery School at
Stanford University and the Youngstrom and Goodman (2001) sample was from nursery schools
in Atlanta—both densely populated urban areas—whereas the present study used a community
sample far less densely populated mid-Atlantic town. This might account for the approximately
seven-month difference in when children show a preference for mentalistic descriptions.

A second possibility concerns testing conditions. In this study, children came into the laboratory
with a parent, whereas the two prior previous studies were conducted in preschools. Preschoolers
use more mental state language in conversations with friends than with their mothers (Brown,
Donelan-McCall, & Dunn, 1996), so perhaps the different experimental settings explains the
difference. In other words, in the prior studies, children’s environment might have primed them
to focus more on mental states at a transitional age when they might not have focused on mental
states in another context. In the present study, by Time 2, the tendency to use mental state
descriptions might be strong enough such that the environment (coming into the lab with a
parent) is overridden by the intrinsic tendency to discuss mental states.

Generational differences between these two samples could also account for the discrepancy.
The original study took place over 20 years prior to the present study, conducted in 2011–2012.
Although there are a variety of important societal differences across the 20-year time span, two
aspects in particular might affect MB preferences.
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PREFERENCE FOR MENTALISTIC DESCRIPTIONS 11

First, in recent years there has been a greater focus on academics for children at increasingly
younger ages (Elkind, 2001; Tullis, 2011). Related changes, both in preschool curricula and in
parental mindsets, might influence children’s performance on the MB task in that children today
might be more focused on giving the right answer to questions in this task. This bias would likely
make children more literal, as they might assume that the right answer would be the clearly visible
one—the behavioral description—rather than the implied mentalistic description.

Another potentially important generational difference is the increased levels of media use
among young children in today’s society (Rideout, Vandewater, & Wartella, 2003). If this screen
time has replaced face-to-face interaction with parents, siblings, and others, children may have
fewer encounters with others’ mental states in their daily lives, which could lead to a decrease in
children’s preference for talking about mental states.

Despite failure to see a mentalistic preference emerging at 3 years, we saw similar differences
between the item categories at both time points. Children in both Lillard and Flavell (1990) and
the present study preferred behavioral descriptions more for the unsuggested mental state items
than for either the emotion or other mental state items. Youngstrom and Goodman (2001) did
not use an unsuggested mental states category. Given that the unsuggested mental state items
drove the nonreplication, it is notable that the more recent replication did not include this category.
Children likely choose behavioral responses more often for the unsuggested mental state category
because they partially rely on the visual suggestion of mental states in the other categories (Lillard
& Flavell, 1990).

Looking at individual response patterns, children’s preference for mentalistic or behavioral
descriptions was not stable within this time period (6–8 months). This lack of stability dif-
ferentiates this measure from measures such as ToM and naturalistic mental state language in
which individual differences remain relatively stable across the preschool years (Dunn, Brown,
Slomkowski, Tesla, & Youngblade, 1991; Hughes & Dunn, 1998; Hughes et al., 2011; Wellman,
Lane, LaBounty, & Olson, 2011). Lack of stability in children’s performance on this task does
not preclude it from being a meaningful construct. The current research found consistent change
toward being more mental with age, as well as evidence that perspective-taking skills predicted
becoming more mentalistic over time. As discussed further subsequently, the MB task appears to
be a revealing measure of a child’s tendency to focus on internal states.

Our finding that children increased in their preference for mentalistic descriptions over time
is consistent with and extends past research showing that children’s naturalistic mental state
language increases across the preschool years (Dunn & Brown, 1993; Hughes & Dunn, 1998).
Thus, not only do children improve in their ability to understand and use mental state language
over the preschool years, they also increase in their desire to use this kind of language, even when
the paradigm makes both a mentalistic and a behavioral description equally available.

Although both mentalistic thinking and ToM improved over this time period, the two were
not related. Although this finding might seem to contrast with past research showing that mental
state language in a naturalistic context relates to ToM (Dunn & Brown, 1993; Ensor & Hughes,
2008; Hughes & Dunn, 1998), it is actually in keeping with other research. In particular, others
have shown that mental state language in another noninteractive context, wordless picture book
narration, is unrelated to ToM (Lillard & Kavanaugh, 2012; Meins, Fernyhough, Johnson, &
Lidstone, 2006). Meins et al. (2006) suggested that such noninteractive measures assess children’s
tendency to focus on internal states, rather than their ToM, and that this tendency is “part of an
individual’s social-cognitive style, influenced by motivational and personality factors as much as
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12 DORE & LILLARD

by cognitive competence” (p. 194). Similar to the wordless picture book task, the MB Task is
noninteractive: Children are describing people in pictures, rather than talking with social partners
with whom they are interacting. Perhaps interactive contexts motivate children to draw on their
ToM and thus talk about mental states, whereas noninteractive ones simply assess children’s
preferences. To clarify this, future research should directly compare interactive and noninteractive
contexts’ influence on children’s use of mental state language, and how both relate to ToM.

Despite finding no significant relationship between ToM and children’s preference for using
mentalistic descriptions, we did find that children’s score on the Visual Perspective-Taking
Tasks at Time 1 predicted becoming more mentalistic from Time 1 to Time 2. This finding
suggests that, although ToM and perspective taking are related, visual perspective taking might be
distinct in its ability to predict children’s preference for mentalistic descriptions—an unanticipated
result. Careful examination of patterns revealed that children tended to pass the Level 2 visual
perspective-taking task earlier than the highest levels of the ToM Scale. If this Level 2 perspective-
taking ability comes in before the more advanced ToM abilities, it may serve as an early indicator
of a child’s tendency to discuss mental states. If this conjecture is correct, it could explain why
we see a relationship between the Visual Perspective-Taking Tasks and the MB Task, but not
between ToM and the MB Task.

Parental mind-mindedness did not predict ToM or perspective taking either concurrently or
over time, when controlling for age. That these constructs are not related concurrently is in line
with some past research (Meins et al., 2003), but other studies have found that mind-mindedness
at 3 years predicts later ToM (Meins & Fernyhough, 1999; Meins et al., 1998). These predictive
findings, however, have all been over longer periods of time (at least a year vs. 6–8 months in
the present research). Perhaps effects of parental mind-mindedness emerge slowly and this time
period is too short to capture significant differences.

Limitations and Future Directions

This investigation was exploratory in nature and future research is needed to more pointedly ex-
amine these issues. Our nonreplication of past research on 3-year-olds’ preference for mentalistic
explanations calls for further investigation focused on providing support for or against potential
explanations for the discrepancy, should it hold.

Although we found developmental change in children’s preference for mentalistic descriptions,
it is unclear exactly when change is occurring and how this change fits into a larger developmental
context. More intensive testing over a larger age range would show individual trajectories from
more behavioral to more mentalistic preferences in person description.

The distinction made here between naturalistic and noninteractive measures of mental state
language is preliminary in nature and should also be investigated in future research. Measuring
both of these constructs in the same study, in addition to ToM, could further our understanding
of the value of these constructs and their relationship.

Finally, this study adds to others questioning the reliability of the relationship between parental
mind-mindedness and ToM. Further research should attempt to resolve this. One possibility is
that exact test times of eliciting parent descriptions and child responses are important to seeing
a relationship; another possibility is that the discripancy derives in part from sampling in places
where parents may have different cultural ways of viewing children.
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PREFERENCE FOR MENTALISTIC DESCRIPTIONS 13

Conclusion

This research revealed a number of characteristics of the MB Task that differentiate it from
measures of naturalistic mental state language and provide evidence that it taps a meaningful
construct. The MB Task measures preference for mentalistic descriptions in a noninteractive
context, making it distinct in important ways from measures of naturalistic mental state language.
First, it does not appear to be as stable over time as naturalistic measures. Second, it was not
related to ToM as measured by the ToM Scale, but was related to the Visual Perspective-Taking
Tasks. Despite these differences from naturalistic mental state talk, MB Task is measuring a
meaningful construct, an assertion supported by the consistent change in children’s performance
with age. We propose that whereas naturalistic language measures children’s ability to use their
ToM skills in a social context, the MB Task measures how much an individual focuses on mental
states when social pressures are not brought to bear.
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NOTES

1. Meins et al. used maternal measures; here we accepted reports of either parent, thus we use the term
parental. Recent research has found that mother and father mind-mindedness reports are significantly
correlated; they also found no differences overall in mothers’ and fathers’ degree of mind-mindedness
(Lundy, 2013). Most parents in the current study, however, were mothers.

2. Scores were correlated with ToM scores (r = .41, p = .001) and these data are not discussed here.
3. Logistic regression was used because the outcome on a particular item is a binary variable, either

behavioral or mentalistic (see Agresti, 2002).
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