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DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY 
 

TOPIC 3:  DEVELOPING AN IDENTITY 
Content: Development of empathy and theory of mind 
 
KEY STUDY: Baron-Cohen et al. (1985). Does the autistic child have a ‘theory of 
mind’? 
 
Brief Summary 
This was a test of the representational stage of theory of mind, using the Sally-Anne task (described 
below).  Found that 11-year-old children on the autistic spectrum were not able to correctly identify 
that others had a different view from their own, while 10-year-old children with Down syndrome 
and 4-year-old children with neither autism nor Down syndrome were able to detect this. 
 
Aim 
To investigate whether or not children with autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) have theory of mind. 
 
Participants 
20 children with ASD (mean age of 11 years); 14 children with Down syndrome (mean age of 10.5 
years); 27 normal children (mean age of 4.5 years). 
 
Procedure 
Each child participated in the false-belief test known as the Sally-Anne task which consists of the 
following procedure in which the children are presented with the following scenario: 
 
§ Sally and Anne are two dolls. Sally hides a marble in her basket: Anne is in the room with her 

when she does this so she can see where Sally has hidden the marble. 
§ Sally leaves the room. While Sally is gone, Anne hides the marble in a box. 
§ Sally comes back into the room and she can't find her marble. Where will she look for it? 
 
If a child does not have theory of mind they will say that Sally will look for the marble in the box 
where Anne has hidden it. This clearly demonstrates that they think that Sally knows what they 
know i.e. that the marble has been moved. They are unable to see the situation from Sally's 
perspective – that she was out of the room when the marble was moved, and  therefore will not 
know to look in the box. If the child says that Sally will look for the marble in the basket because 
that is where she originally put it then the child has passed the false belief task and has shown 
evidence of having theory of mind.  
 
Results 
The following table shows the results of the Sally-Anne task: 
 
Group Number of correct answers 
ASD  4 out of 20 
Down Syndrome 12 out of 14 
Normal 23 out of 27 
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Conclusion 
Children with ASD may lack theory of mind, meaning that they do not have the cognitive capacity to 
understand that other people may have different thoughts, ideas and information from their own. 
 
Evaluation of Baron-Cohen et al. (1985) 
Strengths 
ü The use of two control groups, one comprising ‘normal’ children and other of children with 

Down syndrome provides good points of contrast with the ASD group, enabling the researchers 
to isolate theory of mind as the point of difference between the groups. 

ü The Sally-Anne task uses a standardised procedure, making it easy to replicate and increasing its 
reliability. 
 

Limitations 
X It is possible that some children may have theory of mind but not be able to pass a false-belief 

task, because the task is artificial and is carried out in lab conditions, which would affect the 
validity of the findings. 

X The Sally-Anne task is conceptual and artificial: it does not reflect the ways in which children 
may apply theory of mind in real life. 
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