
How I Know What You Know: The Influence of Scenario and 
Target Variables on Mind-Reading 

Abstract 

Method 

Results 

Participants 

Experiment 1 had a sample of 149 adults (87 female, 61 male, 1 who identified as 
other). Experiment 2 had a sample of 158 adults (101 female, 56 male, 1 who 
identified as other). Experiment 3 had a sample of 165 adults (108 female, 57 
male). Participants were recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk, an online 
crowdsourcing website that allows researchers to recruit participants by paying 
them a small amount of money. Participants were paid $0.50 for their participation. 

Materials 
Partial Vignette Example: 

Alex is an entry level consultant at an insurance company. Today is Alex’s first 
performance review with her boss, Taylor. Alex is pretty nervous for the review because 
she wants it to go well. While trying to calm her nerves, Alex distracts herself in her 
work and ends up almost missing the review. This is also Taylor’s first time conducting 
a job performance review, which is making him just as anxious as Alex for the review to 
go well. Taylor decides to take some time to prepare before going to the conference 
room to wait for Alex to arrive for the review. When Alex arrives, the two smile and 
Taylor starts to greet him. Before Alex responds, she wipes her sweaty hands on her 
pants to avoid making a bad impression. After some small talk, Taylor jumps into the 
review by asking Alex how she feels about her own performance.  
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Introduction 

Results Continued 

Theory of mind (ToM) is the process where an individual recognizes that people can 
have thoughts that differ from their own and the subsequent inference of those 
thoughts and feelings. When inferring others’ mental states, ToM research has often 
focused on adults use of nonverbal behavior, self-knowledge, and generic 
knowledge (i.e., stereotypes, social groups), though use of these information types 
do not always result in accurate mental state inference (Hodges et al., 2015). 
Nevertheless, nonverbal behavior, generic knowledge, and self-knowledge are not 
typically assessed in comparison to one another, nor are they the only information 
types available when mind reading. Indeed, some researchers have suggested that 
situational context might also play an important role when mind reading, though this 
suggestion has typically been incorporated in models of mental state inference 
without actually being assessed (Reeder, 2009a). Another line of research that has 
been ignored in connection to ToM are target variables. Although many researchers 
have studied perceiver variables (e.g., the perceiver's sex, status, etc.) and found 
that they do not have an effect on the perceiver’s ToM ability, little research has 
been conducted on how target variables might affect the perceiver’s mental state 
inference of that target (Hodges et al., 2015). 

Figure 1. Main effect information type: F(2, 296)=87.85, p<0.001, ηp
2=0.37; 

Interaction for  information type by scenario: F(10,1480)=23.649, p<0.001, ηp
2=0.138 
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Research on theory of mind (ToM) often focuses on how people infer others’ mental 
states through behavior, self-knowledge, and generic information (i.e., stereotypes 
and social groups), while ignoring situational context. The present series of 
experiments assessed how important people found situational context in 
comparison to nonverbal behavior and social group information across six different 
scenarios (Experiment 1), as well as when the context remained constant but the 
target variables of work status and sex (Experiment 2) or work status and race 
varied (Experiment 3). All three experiments provided converging evidence that 
people rate situational context as the most important information type. Specifically, 
Experiment 1 demonstrated that situational context was considered the most 
important information type across five of the six different scenarios, while 
Experiments 2 and 3 revealed that situational context remained the most important 
information type even when the target's sex, race, and work status varied.  

Experiment 1: Effects of scenario on information type 

Experiment 2: Effects of target status and sex on information type  

Experiment 3: Effects of target status and race on information type  

In this preliminary study, information preference appeared to vary depending on the 
specific scenario and target. Nevertheless, situational context was rated as 
significantly most important across five of the six scenarios.  

Figure 2. Main effect information type: F(2, 308)=136.15, p<.001, ηp
2=.47;  

3-way interaction: F<1. 

Experiment 2 found a significant main effect of information type, where 
situational context was rated as the most important, followed by nonverbal 
behavior, and then social group information. There was no three-way 
interaction or interaction between target gender and information type, but 
there was an interaction between target status and information type. 
However, follow-up analyses revealed that the pattern of the main effect of 
information type did not change due to the interaction.  
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Figure 3. Main effect for information type: F(1.88,301.38)=126.22, p<.001, 
ηp

2=.44; 3-way interaction: F<1. 

Experiment 3 found only a main effect of information type, with situational 
context rated as most important, followed by nonverbal behavior, and then 
social group information. There were no interactions or other main effects. 

Overall, the current set of experiments demonstrated that ignoring the role 
of situational context in ToM might lead to an incomplete understanding of 
mind-reading. Indeed, across three experiments, we found converging 
evidence that people believed situational context was the most important 
information source when inferring the thoughts and feelings of a target, 
followed by nonverbal behavior and then social group information as least 
important. Specifically, participants rated situational context as the most 
important resource when mind-reading even though the environment and 
circumstances of the situation varied dramatically (Experiment 1), as well 
as when the circumstances of the situation remained constant but target 
variables of work status and sex (Experiment 2) as well as work status and 
race (Experiment 3) varied. Therefore, future research needs to further 
examine the role of situational context in ToM, especially how effective 
situational context is as a resource and how it might affect ToM accuracy. 
Moreover, since participants’ still assigned both nonverbal behavior and 
social group information with varying degrees of importance, future ToM 
research should also assess the various information sources available 
together as opposed to in isolation to have a more complete understanding 
of ToM processing in everyday social interaction. 
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Conclusions & Next Steps: 

Method Continued 

Procedure 

In Experiment 1, participants were asked to read six different vignettes and to focus 
on what one target character in each vignette was thinking and feeling. In 
Experiments 2 and 3, participants were randomly assigned to read one vignette 
where the target character’s work status (superior or subordinate), sex (Exp. 2; male 
or female), and/or race (Exp. 3; black or white) was manipulated. In all three 
experiments, after reading the vignette(s), participants were asked to brainstorm their 
initial reasonings about the target’s thoughts and feelings. Then, participants were 
asked to respond to three 10-point Likert-scale statements (1 = strongly disagree, 10 
= strongly agree) about how important they thought each information type (i.e., 
nonverbal behavior, situational context, social group information) was to 
understanding the thoughts and feelings of the target character. 
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