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Abstract 

Cognitive scientists have long investigated infants’ abilities to reason about others’ minds. Here, 

we identify a limitation to research on early mental state reasoning: that this research has mostly 

challenged infants to reason about the minds of strangers. In this commentary, we call on 

cognitive scientists to consider the role of social relationships when studying mental state 

reasoning and cognition more broadly.  
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Social Connection and Mental State Reasoning 

Thomas (2024) reviews evidence that infants have core knowledge about social 

relationships: Infants reason about how people are connected, not only to each other, but to the 

infants themselves. At the same time that there is this growing body of research examining 

infants’ capacities for reasoning about relationships, there is a large body of research examining 

infants’ capacities for reasoning about others’ minds (e.g., Scott & Baillargeon, 2017); Spelke, 

2022; Woodward, 2009). The majority of research on infants’ capacities for mental state 

reasoning has presented infants with individuals who are strangers (or near strangers) to the 

infants (e.g., Onishi & Baillargeon, 2005; Luo & Johnson, 2009; Southgate et al., 2007; Woo et 

al., 2024; Woodward, 1998). Yet, the people whose minds may matter most for infants’ everyday 

lives may be the people in their social networks: especially, their own caregivers. 

Thomas reviews research that demonstrates that from birth, infants are attuned to their 

caregivers (e.g., DeCasper & Fifer, 1980; Field et al., 1984; Porter & Winberg, 1999), and that 

later in infancy, infants learn from their caregivers’ social interactions about potential new social 

partners for themselves (Thomas et al., 2022). It is possible that infants may be attuned not only 

to their caregivers’ voice, smell, appearance, and social interactions, but also to their caregivers’ 

mental states. For infants, reasoning about their caregivers’ goals is likely highly relevant for 

them to learn from and interact with their caregivers. Psychologists have long studied and 

debated the development of infants’ abilities to reason about different kinds of mental states 

(e.g., Baillargeon et al., 2018; Phillips et al., 2021; Poulin-Dubois et al., 2018; Woo et al., 2022): 

goals, knowledge states, and beliefs. It is possible that in presenting infants with strangers, we 

have underestimated their abilities to reason about certain kinds of mental states. 
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There is evidence that relationships matter for learning. For example, toddlers learn more 

effectively from their caregivers (van Rooijen et al., 2019). Moreover, there is even evidence that 

toddlers learn more effectively from novel people who are socially engaging (i.e., making eye 

contact, smiling, and using infant-directed speech) (Breitfeld et al., 2024), and that toddlers more 

readily help people who have passed a ball to them (Cortes Barragan & Dweck, 2014). That is, 

infants do not only learn more effectively from and cooperate more effectively with people with 

whom they have long-established relationships (i.e., their caregivers), but also novel people who 

have sought to engage them. These findings may reflect an enhanced understanding of an 

individual’s mental states. For children to learn, they need to understand the goal of the teacher 

(e.g., the goal of labeling an object) (Gweon, 2021). For children to help a person achieve a goal, 

they must understand the goal of the person (Hobbs & Spelke, 2015; see also, Woo & Spelke, 

2023). How do children come to develop new relationships, identifying people whom they can 

learn from and cooperate with? 

Thomas’s research demonstrates that from their caregivers’ social actions, infants learn 

about their caregivers’ relationships, as well as how the infants themselves may be connected to 

other people (Thomas et al., 2022): that someone could be part of the infants’ own social 

networks. Such inferences could guide infants’ learning. It is possible that infants may learn 

better from people within their social networks. When infants identify a person as being part of 

their social network, they may also be more motivated to learn from and cooperate with that 

person.  

Educational researchers have examined the role that parents and guardians play in their 

children’s learning. There is evidence that parental involvement in schools is positively 

associated with the development of skills relevant to literacy in preschool (Arnold et al., 2008), 
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as well as with achievement in reading and mathematics in elementary school (Park & Holloway, 

2017). These findings may reflect that, from increased parental involvement, children have 

inferred that their parents and teachers have a relationship: that the teacher is part of their social 

network. From increased parental involvement in schools, children may therefore learn more 

effectively from their teachers. Future research could test this possibility more directly and 

perhaps experimentally. We also note that education researchers, to our knowledge, appear not to 

have studied the role of parental involvement in learning in infancy. Given the findings that 

Thomas reviews, however, it appears that infants do track the relationships that their caregivers 

have with others. Thus, we call on psychologists and education researchers to investigate how 

parental involvement influences learning in infancy. 

In sum, the evidence for core knowledge about social relationships should inspire 

researchers to consider how social connection shapes early mental state reasoning, learning, and 

cognition broadly. Children may reason about the minds of many people, but they may be 

especially likely to do so from people within their social networks. A comprehensive 

understanding of early mental state reasoning requires that we also understand children’s 

relationships. 

 

  



SOCIAL CONNECTION AND MENTAL STATE REASONING 6 

Competing Interest Declaration 

Competing interests: none. 

Funding Statement 

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency, commercial or not for profit-
sectors. 

References 

Arnold, D. H., Zeljo, Alexandra, Doctoroff, Greta L., & and Ortiz, C. (2008). Parent Involvement 

in Preschool: Predictors and the Relation of Involvement to Preliteracy Development. 

School Psychology Review, 37(1), 74–90. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2008.12087910 

Baillargeon, R., Buttelmann, D., & Southgate, V. (2018). Invited Commentary: Interpreting 

failed replications of early false-belief findings: Methodological and theoretical 

considerations. Cognitive Development, 46, 112–124. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogdev.2018.06.001 

Breitfeld, E., Compton, A. M., & Saffran, J. R. (2024). Toddlers’ prior social experience with 

speakers influences their word learning. Infancy, 29(5), 771–788. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/infa.12608 

Cortes Barragan, R., & Dweck, C. S. (2014). Rethinking natural altruism: Simple reciprocal 

interactions trigger children’s benevolence. Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences, 111(48), 17071–17074. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1419408111 

DeCasper, A. J., & Fifer, W. P. (1980). Of Human Bonding: Newborns Prefer Their Mothers’ 

Voices. Science, 208(4448), 1174–1176. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.7375928 



SOCIAL CONNECTION AND MENTAL STATE REASONING 7 

Field, T. M., Cohen, D., Garcia, R., & Greenberg, R. (1984). Mother-stranger face discrimination 

by the newborn. Infant Behavior and Development, 7(1), 19–25. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0163-6383(84)80019-3 

Gweon, H. (2021). Inferential social learning: Cognitive foundations of human social learning 

and teaching. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 25(10), 896–910. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2021.07.008 

Hobbs, K., & Spelke, E. (2015). Goal attributions and instrumental helping at 14 and 24 months 

of age. Cognition, 142, 44–59. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2015.03.014 

Onishi, K. H., & Baillargeon, R. (2005). Do 15-Month-Old Infants Understand False Beliefs? 

Science, 308(5719), 255–258. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1107621 

Park, S., & Holloway, S. D. (2017). The effects of school-based parental involvement on 

academic achievement at the child and elementary school level: A longitudinal study. The 

Journal of Educational Research, 110(1), 1–16. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.2015.1016600 

Phillips, J., Buckwalter, W., Cushman, F., Friedman, O., Martin, A., Turri, J., Santos, L., & 

Knobe, J. (2021). Knowledge before belief. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 44, e140. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X20000618 

Porter, Richard H., & Winberg, J. (1999). Unique salience of maternal breast odors for newborn 

infants. Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews, 23(3), 439–449. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0149-7634(98)00044-X 

Poulin-Dubois, D., Rakoczy, H., Burnside, K., Crivello, C., Dörrenberg, S., Edwards, K., Krist, 

H., Kulke, L., Liszkowski, U., Low, J., Perner, J., Powell, L., Priewasser, B., Rafetseder, 

E., & Ruffman, T. (2018). Do infants understand false beliefs? We don’t know yet – A 



SOCIAL CONNECTION AND MENTAL STATE REASONING 8 

commentary on Baillargeon, Buttelmann and Southgate’s commentary. Cognitive 

Development, 48, 302–315. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogdev.2018.09.005 

Luo, Y., & Johnson, S. C. (2009). Recognizing the role of perception in action at 6 months. 

Developmental science, 12(1), 142-149. 

Scott, R. M., & Baillargeon, R. (2017). Early False-Belief Understanding. Trends in Cognitive 

Sciences, 21(4), 237–249. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2017.01.012 

Southgate, V., Senju, A., & Csibra, G. (2007). Action Anticipation Through Attribution of False 

Belief by 2-Year-Olds. Psychological Science, 18(7), 587–592. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01944.x 

Spelke, E. (2022). What Babies Know: Core Knowledge and Composition Volume 1. Oxford 

University Press. 

Thomas, A. J. (2024). Cognitive Representations of Social Relationships and their 

Developmental Origins. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 1–53. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X24001328 

Thomas, A. J., Saxe, R., & Spelke, E. S. (2022). Infants infer potential social partners by 

observing the interactions of their parent with unknown others. Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Sciences, 119(32), e2121390119. 

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2121390119 

van Rooijen, R., Bekkers, E., & Junge, C. (2019). Beneficial effects of the mother’s voice on 

infants’ novel word learning. Infancy, 24(6), 838–856. https://doi.org/10.1111/infa.12312 

Woo, B. M., Chisholm, G. H., & Spelke, E. S. (2024). Do toddlers reason about other people’s 

experiences of objects? A limit to early mental state reasoning. Cognition, 246, 105760. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2024.105760 



SOCIAL CONNECTION AND MENTAL STATE REASONING 9 

Woo, B. M., & Spelke, E. S. (2023). Infants and toddlers leverage their understanding of action 

goals to evaluate agents who help others. Child Development, 94(3), 734–751. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13895 

Woo, B. M., Tan, E., & Hamlin, J. K. (2022). Human Morality Is Based on an Early-Emerging 

Moral Core. Annual Review of Developmental Psychology, 4(Volume 4, 2022), 41–61. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-devpsych-121020-023312 

Woodward, A. L. (1998). Infants selectively encode the goal object of an actor’s reach. 

Cognition, 69(1), 1–34. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0010-0277(98)00058-4 

Woodward, A. L. (2009). Infants’ Grasp of Others’ Intentions. Current Directions in 

Psychological Science, 18(1), 53–57. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2009.01605.x 

 

 

 

 




