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DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY 
 
TOPIC 3:  DEVELOPING AN IDENTITY 
Content: Development of empathy and theory of mind 
 
KEY STUDY: Cowell et al. (2015). The curious relation between theory of mind and 
sharing in preschool age children.  
 
Background 
The current study examined the role of early theory of mind in sharing in a large sample of 
preschool-aged children.  Found a contradictory relationship between early false-belief 
understanding and sharing behaviour, whereby competence in false-belief understanding was 
correlated with less sharing. It was the children who could engage in theory of mind that decided to 
share less with others. 
 
Aim 
To investigate the role of early theory of mind and executive functioning in pre-schoolers’ sharing 
behaviour. 
 
Participants 
98 children aged three to five years old from the greater Chicago area of the USA. The children 
came from a demographic that had a low socioeconomic status. 50% were African American; 36% 
were Hispanic and 14% were Caucasian. 
 
Procedure 
The children were tested using a series of measures which included: 
 
§ Theory of Mind test: a version of the Sally-Anne task was used for this test. 

 
§ The Dictator Game: each child was given 6 stickers and told that these stickers were now theirs. 

They were then told that another child (not named or identified) in the study would not get any 
stickers but they could give that child any number of their own stickers if they chose to. 

 
§ Something’s the Same game: this is a test of attentional shifting/flexibility. The children were 

shown pages with pictures on them that varied in size, colour, and type and they were then 
asked to identify pairs of pictures that were the same in size, colour, or likeness. Once they had 
identified two objects that matched on one dimension, they were told to match two other 
objects/pictures on another dimension. 

 
§ Working Memory:  the children were shown a drawing of an animal and a coloured dot, both 

located in a house. The child was told to name the colour and the animal. The experimenter 
then flipped to a blank house and asked the child which animal lived in this particular house. 
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Results 
Children who passed the false-belief task, thereby showing Theory of Mind were less generous, 
sharing fewer of their stickers than children who failed the false-belief task. This result was not 
related to age but only to whether the child had passed or failed the false-belief task. Sharing 
behaviour was not related to executive functioning at all. 
 
Conclusion 
Pre-school children with Theory of Mind are less willing to share their resources than children of 
the same age without Theory of Mind. 
 
Evaluation of Cowell et al. (2015) 
Strengths 
ü The findings may pinpoint a possible window of development in the progression of theory of 

mind in young children as prior research has shown that theory of mind is associated with 
increased generosity in older children. 

ü The sample is of a good size and is representative of the target population from which it was 
drawn which makes the results generalisable to some extent. 
 

Limitations 
X This was a snapshot study of a young child’s ability to take another person’s perspective: it does 

not explain or reveal how each child might use Theory of Mind linked to sharing behaviour 
across time and in other situations. 

X The researchers made inferences to the children’s sharing behaviour, but without concrete 
evidence it remains unclear as to why the generous children were generous. Their generosity 
could have been due to factors such as social conditioning from their parents, a predisposition 
to be generous, or feeling that the experimenter expected them to share with another child, for 
example. (i.e. social desirability effects and participant expectations could have been present). 
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