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Abstract 

 Theory of mind in humans allows for communication, interaction and 

socialization. Through the development of a theory of mind children understand first that 

others have desires, and after this an understanding of belief develops, resulting in a 

complete theory of mind. The present study investigates the desire portion of theory of 

mind and its relationship to the amount and quality of prosocial behaviors preschool 

children engage in, as measured by teachers and parents. Prosocial behavior and desire 

understanding were significantly correlated, when prosocial actions were rated by 

teachers, while parent ratings of prosocial behavior were not related to levels of desire 

understanding. The effects of age, gender and classroom designation on prosocial 

behavior and desire understanding are examined and implications for future research are 

discussed. 
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 The extent to which an individual is able to understand the perspective of another 

person affects the quality of interactions that individual is capable of experiencing. A 

person with a “theory of mind” is able to understand that other people are capable of 

having desires and beliefs and that those desires or beliefs may be different from their 

own. Acknowledging the beliefs and desires of others allows for the prediction of 

behavior (Wellman & Bartsch, 1994). Belief understanding in children is developed after 

an understanding of desire and is often measured as the definitive characteristic of theory 

of mind (Wellman, 1988). While research suggests a general time frame in which both 

belief and desire understanding develop, considerable individual variability does exist. It 

is the aim of this research to investigate the way in which preschoolers’ level of desire 

understanding is related to their ability to interact with others. More specifically, it is 

thought that prosocial behavior, intended to promote positive social interactions between 

agents, will be related to a child’s level of desire understanding. 

 An individual possessing a “theory of mind” is able to attribute internal states to 

themselves and others (Premack & Woodruff, 1978). Theory of mind is thought to be a 

strictly human capacity which allows for the prediction of the actions and reactions of 

others through an understanding of the internal motivations of that other. Desires and 

beliefs are understood to act as the internal motivators which dictate the behaviors of the 

self and others and may work alone or in tandem to motivate behaviors. Desiring an 

object, an action, or a state of being may be enough of a motivation to act, while at other 

times a belief about an object, action or state of being is sufficient to cause action. The 

ability to acknowledge the desires and beliefs of others allows for a predictable living 

environment and makes human communication possible. (Mitchell, 1991) 
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Baldwin (1884 & 1906) claimed that young infants quickly come to have an 

understanding that other individuals, such as their caretakers, have subjective mental 

states. Children as young as nine months are thought to operate on an implicit theory of 

mind which allows them to guide an adult’s attention through well-timed and direct 

gestures, thus implying an understanding that the their own desires may differ from the 

desires of others (Bretherton, 1991). At nine months old, children can interact with others 

and sustain attention on a shared topic or reference implying they understand that the 

individual with whom they are interacting has a point of view, different from themselves 

and one that can be shared (Scaife & Bruner, 1975). Also at this age infants begin to be 

able to engage in joint play and will offer a toy to others, engaging in turn taking 

behaviors (Trevarthen & Hubley, 1979). An early understanding of desires leads to a later 

understanding of beliefs, both of which allow children to reason about the meaning and 

significance of social action (Bartsch & Wellman, 1989). A “rudimentary” theory of 

mind allows for perspective taking and is necessary for children to understand social 

action (Bruner, 1975). It is through the understanding of the social context that children 

become able to coordinate their behaviors with others to successfully interact with their 

peers (Baron-Cohen, 1994). 

 Many theories exist which propose or try to account for the mechanism(s) through 

which children come to understand and are able to predict the actions of others. 

Modularity account of theory of mind development, such as that of Fodor (1992), 

maintain that theory of mind is a specialized and specific module of the brain, innate 

nature. Fodor (1992) claims that no development concerning theory of mind occurs 

within this module, but instead, with time and cognitive development, individuals are 
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able to better utilize the preexisting module. The theory of mind module Fodor proposes 

is an encapsulated system that is impenetrable to other forms of information, therefore the 

experiences of individuals have little effect upon the module and the information the 

innate mechanism produces. 

Another modular theory of mind is the Theory of Mind Mechanism theory 

(ToMM), proposed by Leslie (1994). Leslie claims that an innate structure in the brain is 

necessary and fundamentally responsible for a theory of mind in children. This theory, 

however, supposes that the innate mechanisms of the brain may be affected by individual 

experience and are developmentally triggered in early infancy, a time in which a Theory 

of Body mechanism (ToBY) is present and at work. ToBY allows children, less than one 

year old, to recognize that individuals other than themselves have internal sources with 

which they can move on their own. As children continue to develop and start engaging in 

play behavior the primary Theory of Mind mechanism (ToMM) is activated to interpret 

and make judgments about the intentionality of others ( Flavell, 1999).   

While acknowledging the experiences of the child, ToMM does not give primacy 

to these experiences as do other theories of theory of mind development, such as 

simulation theory (Harris, 1989). Simulation theory holds that children come to a  

knowledge of the mental states of others through “simulation” of those feelings in a 

process of conscious or unconscious role-taking. Harris assumes that this process begins 

at birth, noting the detailed and realistic types of play behaviors children engage in as 

young 2-years old. It is assumed that young children make decisions about the internal 

states of others by first deciding how they would feel were they in a particular situation 

and then attributing their own feelings or beliefs to others. In this way children come to 
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an understanding of the mental states of others through a system of psychological inputs 

and outputs concerning beliefs and desires. With increased experience simulating the 

emotions, beliefs and desires of others, children come to a fully developed understanding 

of beliefs and desires which allows them to infer and predict the reactions of others.  

One final theory pertaining to the mechanism behind theory of mind development 

is theory-theory (Gopnik & Meltzoff, 1997). While claiming that theory of mind begins 

at birth, as Harris (1989) claims, theory-theory is very much at odds with simulation 

theory, in maintaining that young children do not see themselves as experiencing 

representational mental states but instead rely on an innate understanding of theoretical 

knowledge with which they come to be able to predict the mental states of others. 

Theory-theory supposes that children are born as “little scientists” with an innate ability 

to test and modify theories, regarding the mental states of themselves and others, to 

figure out how the world works. Through this scientific-like process, children develop 

and perfect an ability to understand the beliefs and desires of others.  

 The present study presumes that theory of mind is a developmental process and 

the particular mechanism(s) of theory of mind are not investigated. The work of H.M. 

Wellman (1990 & 1991) supports a position that theory of mind in children is a 

developmental process, an idea which theory-theory also allows for.  Wellman maintains 

that, while adults possess an “everyday” or “folk” psychology which allows them to see 

others as psychological beings, in young children these understandings are not well 

established and must go through a developmental growth process (Wellman, 2001). It is 

primarily through the understanding of the desires and beliefs of others that adult 

everyday psychology allows for the prediction of actions and behaviors of others. As a 
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child grows, his understanding of others as intentional beings sharpens and a radical shift 

in understanding is seen between the ages of 2 and 5 (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995).  

 These developmental changes in the understanding of others, while related to 

cognitive development, are not simply a result of increased cognitive abilities as children 

age.  Autistic children, commonly thought not to possess a theory of mind, may develop 

cognitively yet still lack a complete and causal understanding of the internal states of 

others (Wimmer & Perner, 1983). This suggests that theory of mind is a not merely a 

function a child’s cognitive abilities but a distinct process that undergoes different and 

specific stages of development. 

 According to Wellman (1988), for an individual to possess a theory of mind he 

must have basic categories to define reality and be able to organize such categorizations 

into a system of interrelationships so that a causal-attributional framework to understand 

the behaviors of others is formed.  The process of developing such a framework begins 

roughly around 18 months of age, progressing to an adult-like understanding by the age 

of 5 or 6. Wellman defines this fundamental change in understanding as having three 

developmental phases, first the early desire psychology phase, then the transitional phase, 

and finally, a desire-belief psychology which the children will retain as adults. 

 During the first stage of theory of mind development an infant is said to be an 

early “desire psychologist” (Wellman 1991). At this time, children begin to attend to their 

environments in new, non-egotistical manners. Around the age of 18 months children 

begin to talk about the desires of themselves and others using terms such as “want” and 

“like” to explain the actions or emotions of themselves and others (Bartsch & Wellman, 

1995). Children’s understanding of the simple desires, emotions, and perceptions during 
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this phase results in a basic understanding of a shared reality in which individuals may 

desire different objects, actions or states of being. By the age of 30 months children 

should understand that different people may have different desires towards the same 

object (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995). 

 According to Wellman, around the time of a child’s third birthday a second 

transitional shift in the development of theory of mind occurs. In the transitional phase, in 

addition to talk of desires, 3-year old children will begin to reference beliefs when 

explaining their actions and the actions of others, using words such as “think” and 

“know” (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995). The presence of beliefs, is acknowledged by 3-year 

old children but it is not usually until a child is nearly 4-years old that beliefs begin to be 

seen as affecting the actions and behaviors of others. Children in the transitional phase 

are only beginning to come to an understanding of belief as a motivator of action and rely 

almost exclusively on their developed understanding of desire when asked to explain the 

actions of others and often misunderstand or misconstrue the beliefs of others (Bartsch & 

Wellman, 1995).  

 By 4- to 5-years of age a child should understand and acknowledge that 

individuals’ behaviors can be predicted and explained in terms of desires and beliefs 

which the individual possesses (Wellman 1990). In the emerging belief-desire phase, 

beyond the age of 4 years, the representational nature of the minds of others should be 

fully comprehended and children will rely appropriately upon their understanding of both 

desires and beliefs in explaining the actions of themselves and others (Bartsch & 

Wellman, 1995). By the age of five a child is said to have a theory of mind that is akin, in 

structure, to that of an adult. At the end of the developmental process the child possesses 
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the framework of interrelated categorizations Wellman (1988) deems necessary for 

making the correct causal attributions of theory of mind. 

 The phases of theory of mind development, outlined by Wellman, have been 

shown to be uniform and universal (Wellman, Cross & Watson, 2001). In a cross cultural 

survey, Tardiff and Wellman (2000) found that Chinese children begin to reference 

desires at roughly the same age as Western children, suggesting that 2-years of age is a 

universal age at which all normally developing children enter the early desire psychology 

phase of theory of mind development.  Providing support of an age at which the 

development of theory of mind is complete in all children, Avis and Harris (1991) found 

that children in Cameroon were consistently accurate in their judgment of action and 

emotion based upon the belief of the agent in question by the age of 5. 

 

Belief Understanding 

 A great deal of work has been done investigating the understanding of beliefs in 

preschool aged children (See Wellman, Cross & Watson, 2001 for meta-analysis). The 

most widely used and definitive measure of a child’s level of theory of mind development 

is the false belief task. False belief tasks are aimed at determining whether a child has the 

ability to understand that individuals, including themselves, may hold beliefs that are in 

reality false and different from the beliefs of others. (Wimmer and Perner, 1983). If a 

child has a developed theory of mind he will be able to attribute false beliefs to himself or 

others and predict an agent’s action and/or emotion based upon the agent’s false belief. 

Acknowledging that humans fundamentally act upon their beliefs about the world, the 
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false belief task is currently the best measure psychologists have to ensure that the 

predictions children make are, in fact, the results of their attributions of beliefs. 

The false belief test which Perner et al. (1987) devised is now known as an 

unexpected contents false belief task. Perner presented preschool aged children with a 

Smarties tube (a British candy, similar to M&Ms) and asked the children what they 

thought was inside the container. When the child responded that Smarties were in the 

tube, the container was opened to reveal pencils inside. Perner’s subjects were then 

asked, when shown the Smarties tube, what someone else would think was in the 

container. Perner et al. (1987) found that most children above 4-years old could correctly 

predicted another person’s false belief while most 3-year old children falsely claimed 

another person would say that the container held pencils and not Smarties. Gopnick and 

Astington (1988), performed the same procedure and asked subjects what they 

themselves had originally thought was in the container. Gopnick and Astington found 

that children at 4-years old were able to correctly admit their own false belief at a rate 

better than chance, indicating that they were at a stage of development in which beliefs 

where beginning to be considered in judgment making. Children under the age of 4 were 

unable to acknowledge their own false belief that the container held Smarties, showing 

that they did not possess a fully developed theory of mind. 

 Theory of mind may be tested using variations of the false belief task proposed by 

Perner et al. (1987). In addition to the unexpected contents false belief task, false belief 

understanding can be determined using an unexpected identity false belief task or a 

change of location or unexpected transfer false belief task. Flavell et al (1983) used an 

unexpected identity task to investigate false belief and showed preschool age children a 
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sponge made to look convincingly like a rock. After the “rock” was revealed to be a 

sponge in reality, the subjects were asked about their original beliefs. Just as Gopnick and 

Astington (1988) found in their unexpected contents task, Flavell found that children 

under age 4 were unable to attribute false belief to themselves while older children could 

do so.  

 A change of location or unexpected transfer false belief task most directly tests a 

child’s ability to predict the actions or behaviors of others based upon the knowledge of a 

false belief. In a classic study by Wimmer and Perner (1983) children were introduced to 

a character named “Maxi” who was observed putting chocolate into a green drawer in his 

kitchen before leaving the room. While the character was out of the room the child was 

told that Maxi’s chocolate was moved to a blue drawer in the kitchen. The children were 

then asked where Maxi would look for his chocolate upon returning. Like the other 

measures of false belief, older children were able to attribute false beliefs to an agent 

while children age 4 and under were unable to do so. 

 Though the false belief task is thought to be the main determinant of a child’s 

attainment of a theory of mind, it must be noted that a child’s performance is affected and 

can be enhanced by manipulations of the task (Wellman, Cross & Watson, 2001).  With 

the right adaptations children at the age of 3-years old show above chance performance 

on false belief tasks (Siegal & Beattie, 1991). Manipulations which engage the child in a 

task may make the concepts being tested more concrete and therefore easier to 

understand, thus also enhancing test performance.  Children are more likely to fail a false 

belief task if it is simply read to them as opposed to acted out for them (Freeman, Lewis 

& Doherty, 1991).  Two to four year old children also perform better when false belief 
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tasks involve a degree of deception in which the child is an active participant in fooling 

an agent (Chandler, Fritz & Hala, 1989). In a meta analysis of the false belief literature 

Wellman et al. (2001) found that both deception and active participation enhanced a 

child’s performance by 1.9 and 1.96 times respectively. At the age of 44 months 66% of 

children who were actively involved in the false belief task or were participants of 

deception passed false belief tasks, as opposed to 50% of children who were not actively 

involved or did not participate in deception (Wellman, Cross & Watson, 2001). 

Therefore, the manner in which a false belief task is presented may influence how a child 

performs. 

False belief tasks are important in understanding the way in which children begin 

to understand that others may hold beliefs that are contrary to another individual’s beliefs 

or contrary to reality. However, Wellman (2001) asserts that only after children come to 

understand the nature of the desires of others, do they then move on to a developmental 

process in which they begin to consider the beliefs of others. 

 

Desire Understanding  

 The desire component of theory of mind is often taken for granted, as it begins to 

develop and is used by a child at such an early age.  Children at fourteen months of age, 

who, it has been proposed possess an implicit and primitive understanding of internal 

states, generally do not seem fully aware of the desires of others (Gopnik and Metzoff, 

1994). However, by 18 months of age infants exhibit an understanding of the desires of 

others. Repacholi & Gopnik (1997) investigated young children’s desire understanding 

by examining a child’s offer of food to an agent. Fourteen and 18 month old children 
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interacted with an experimenter who made clear her opinions of two different foods, with 

a strong preference toward one and a strong dislike towards another. The experimenter 

then tested the child’s desire understanding by placing her hand directly between two 

bowls of food and asking the child to give her “some”. It was found that 18 month old, 

but not fourteen month old, children considered the desires of the agent when 

determining which food to give to the experimenter, even when these desires conflicted 

with the child’s own. It is the insight into one’s own desires and the desires of others, 

which develops around 18 months of age, that allows children to begin to participate in 

meaningful communication and interactions with others (Wellman, 1993).  

 Desire understanding in children is seen before belief understanding, as 

determined by false belief tasks. As noted above, children as young as 18 months old are 

thought to understand the desires of others. However, desire understanding seems to 

develop into more sophisticated understandings with age. In testing the simple desires of 

an agent Wellman and Woolley (1990) found that children as young as 2-years old were 

able to pass desire understanding tasks. In the Wellman and Woolley experiment children 

were presented with a sort of puppet show of cardboard cut-outs depicting a scenario in 

which an agent wanted to find an object that could be in one of two specific places. The 

agent then searched for his or her desired object, in some instances finding the object, in 

some instances not finding the object, and in still other instances finding a different, 

novel object. The child was then asked to predict the future action of the agent and the 

current emotion of the agent based upon the agent’s search. Wellman and Woolleys' 2-

year old subjects were able to correctly identify the action and emotions of the agents 

significantly above chance.  
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 Children with an understanding of simple desires do not have an adult-like 

understanding of desire. Like belief understanding, desire understanding seems to 

progress through levels of development. By the age of two, children have a degree of 

simple desire understanding (Wellman & Woolley, 1990). Older children are able to 

make correct predictions based upon the desires of others that younger children, who 

understand simple desires, are not able to make. Cassidy (under review) tested the 

understanding of 3-year old children when the desires of an agent conflicted with the 

desires of the child. Each child was shown an array of stickers and asked to indicate 

which sticker he preferred. The child was then told a story in which the agent had a 

strong sticker preference that either conflicted or agreed with the child’s. The 3-year old 

children showed no significant differences in their ability to correctly predict the choice 

of the protagonist when the protagonist’s desire agreed with or conflicted with that of the 

child. The findings of Wellman & Woolley (1990) and Cassidy (under review) suggest 

that by 3-years of age children possess an understanding of simple desires and conflicting 

desires. 

Young children, by the age of three, seem to be quite good at reasoning about the 

desires of others when those desires are explicit (Cassidy, under review). However, often 

the desires of others are not clearly indicated and may be communicated through more 

subtle and non-verbal means such as facial expression or eye gaze. Information about a 

person’s past experience with an item or situation may also give children subtle clues as 

to the desires of an agent as related to that past experience.  Cassidy (under review) tested 

3- and 4-year olds’ understanding of explicit and implicit desires and concluded that 

preschool aged children could use knowledge of an agent’s past experience to  
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significantly predict the preference of an agent when the preferences were either explicit 

or implicit. Therefore, if a child was told that a character had an experience, the manner 

in which the experience is presented, implicit or explicit, did not effect the child’s 

predications. Therefore children who were told  a story in which it was explicitly stated 

that a character had an unpleasant time at the beach and children who were told a story 

which implied that a character went to the beach and was splashed with water in the face, 

thus having an unpleasant time, performed just as well as one another. 

Cassidy (under review) then investigated children’s understanding of explicit and 

implicit desires that either agreed or conflicted with the children’s own desires. The 

preferences of the subject were first determined and the preferences of the agent were 

manipulated to either agree or conflict with the child’s.  In the explicit trials each subject 

was told a story about activities the agent did and did not like to do that either conflicted 

or agreed with the desires of the child. In the implicit trials each subject was told a story 

about the past experiences the agent had in regards to specific activities that either 

conflicted or agreed with the preferences of the child and the child then had to infer the 

desires of the agent. Each subject was then asked to predict the preferences of the agent 

regarding activities he would like to engage in. Subject’s performance on the explicit no 

conflict, explicit conflict and implicit no conflict were well above chance. However, only 

29% of children sampled passed the implicit conflict task. These results suggest that 

children, around the age of 3or 4, can infer other’s desires in some situations and make 

correct predictions about conflicting desires in other situations. However, children under 

4-years are unable to reliably combine these skills and predict the actions of others when 

the desires of an agent must be inferred and also conflict with the child’s own desires.  
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 With their, so-called, wicked desire tasks, Yuill et al (1996) investigated a 

somewhat higher level of desire understanding than Wellman & Wolley (1990) and 

Cassidy (under review) in which moral judgement and desire based reasoning are 

involved. While a child develops an understanding of desires, he is also developing an 

understanding of morality (Nunner- Winkler & Sodian, 1988). Yuill et al. (1996) 

investigated the ability of 3, 4 and 5-year old children to predict the emotion of an agent 

and judge the overall morality of the agent based upon actions that may be morally 

questionable. Children were told stories in which an agent acted with good or ill-willed 

intentions. In some situations the agent’s actions resulted in a morally desirable outcome, 

such as engaging other children in play. In other situations the outcome of the agent was 

morally undesirable, such as wishing to cause harm to another person for no particular 

reason. Yuill et al. (1996) found that only 5-year old children were able to reliably predict 

the correct emotion and judge the correct morality of the agent. Younger children relied 

on morality too heavily in their predictions and judgements. 3- and 4-year olds were more 

likely to judge an agent to be happy when the situation ended in a morally desirable way, 

even if the agent desires were not satisfied. Likewise, the younger children where more 

likely to judge the agent morally “good” when the outcome was morally desirable, even 

if the agents intentions were morally “bad”. With this experiment Yuill et al. (1996) 

indicated yet another level of desire understanding, reached around the age of 5, that 

children attain during the development of an adult-like system of desire understanding.     

 The desire understanding which young children possess allows for the 

understanding of subjective internal states, such as emotion, which leads to an additional 

understanding of others as intentional agents acting upon the desires which they possess.  
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Acknowledging the emotions of others and being able to predict their actions is important 

in socialization with peers. A child who is able to take on the perspective of others may 

be able to interact with peers more successfully, due to their ability to understand the 

desires of others, and because of this understanding, be able to more easily make friends 

and than a child who is unable or less able to understand the emotions and perspectives of 

others. A child without a refined desire understanding may be handicapped in his ability 

to engage with his environment in a prosocial manner. One type of social behavior that 

may be particularly related to desire understanding is prosocial behavior. 

 

Prosocial Behavior 

 Prosocial behavior is any voluntary behavior intended to benefit another person or 

promote  “harmonious relations with others, even if there is no sacrifice on the actor’s 

part and even if there is some benefit to the actor” (Hay, 1994, pp 29). Prosocial 

behaviors include, but are not limited to, responses to people who have incurred negative 

consequences (helping), the giving of resources to benefit another (sharing) (Tisak & 

Ford, 1986), taking action to improve the mood of another (comforting) (Jackson & 

Tisak, 2001), donating and cooperating. Although empathy and sympathy are not 

necessary for an action to be classified as prosocial (Miller, Bernzweig, Eisenberg & 

Fabes, 1991) they are often involved in a child’s prosocial actions. Individuals may also 

engage in prosocial behavior out of a concern for others, feelings of obligation, in order 

to gain something in return, to impress others or to feel better about themselves (Jackson 

& Tisak, 2001). 

 
Factors Influencing Prosocial Behavior 
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  Many factors have been shown to influence the amount of prosocial behavior 

which a child will engage in during his childhood. Not only do these factors influence 

prosocial actions, they also can predict the quality and success of the interactions 

(Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998). In addition to these factors, it may be that prosocial behavior 

produces an enhanced cognitive capability to reason about others, through increased 

social interaction, affecting the subsequent socially related cognitions of a child. 

According to a sort of “foot in the door” theory, it may be that engaging successfully in 

prosocial behavior, even once, may be the biggest factor in inducing greater levels and 

higher qualities of prosocial interactions (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998). 

 

 Culture - In most cultures around the world prosocial behaviors are valued and 

expected at some level, of all individuals, though the degrees of expectation vary from 

country to country. Children raised in Eastern countries such as China and Japan are 

often taught, and expected, to be prosocial actors within their social communities (Lee & 

Zhan, 1991) while children raised in Western, countries such as America, are taught that 

prosocial actions, while desirable, are a matter of personal choice (Eisenberg & Fabes, 

1998). However, in some societies prosocial behavior is not valued. In the society of the 

Ik of Uganda, in contrast to most other civilizations, hostility and even cruelty are 

promoted as the norm (Turnbull, 1972). 

Parental Attachment - The quality of attachment a child shares with his caretaker 

as an infant is a precursor of expected social competence later in childhood and into 

adulthood (Bohlin, Hageskull, & Rydell, 2000). Children with insecure parental 

attachments have been shown to be less socially competent than securely attached 
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children (Sroufe, 1983). Popular children, with positive social outcomes, are more likely 

to have a secure attachment with their primary caretaker than unpopular children (Elicker 

et al, 1992). In addition to this, attachment security has also been shown to be related to 

theory of mind competence. Attachment security is associated with self reliance and is a 

predictor of the perspective taking skills needed for a child to possess a fully developed 

theory of mind (Fonagy, Redfern & Charman, 1997). 

Family - As the family is the primary socializing agent of a child, it has a 

tremendous impact on the prosocial behaviors children later engage in. Eisenberg and 

Fabes (1998), in their meta-analysis of prosocial behavior, found that a full half of the 

variance in children’s prosocial behaviors could be accounted for by familial factors. 

Children from large families have been shown to be more prosocial (Floody, 1980) and 

more generous then children from smaller families (Urgel-Semin 1952). It may be that 

having multiple siblings enhances perspective taking skills that contribute to prosocial 

behaviors (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998).  However, this is not to say that children from 

large families always have better outcomes than children from smaller families. Most 

likely due to a diffusion of responsibility that may result from socialization in large 

families, children may be less likely to comfort a peer (Rehberg & Richman, 1989) or 

help in an emergency situation when in a large family (Straub, 1971). 

Parenting styles may also contribute to a child’s prosocial orientation. In addition, 

the gender of the child may have an impact on the effectiveness of a parenting style in 

instilling prosocial qualities. Over all, directive, controlling and intrusive behaviors 

associated with an authoritarian parenting style have been linked to poor peer interactions 

(MacDonald & Parke, 1984) and low peer status (Putallaz, 1987). When gender is 
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considered however, boys raised in authoritarian families have been shown to be more 

prosocial than boys in autoritatative or permissive families (Miller, Bernzweig, Eisenberg 

& Fabes, 1991). 

 Permissive parents may not instill prosocial tendencies in their children, as 

children raised without a somewhat rigid disciplinary structure may feel little 

responsibility for others and have little internal motivation to help, share with or comfort 

peers (Miller, Bernzweig, Eisenberg & Fabes 1991). Children raised in authoritative 

environments generally display more prosocial behaviors (Miller, Bernzweig, Eisenberg, 

& Fabes, 1991). Connected yet autonomous support has been linked to “a prosocial-

empathic orientation” in children (Emde & Buchsbaum, 1990). 

The show of emotions and emotional communications within the family also 

impact the prosocial behaviors a child will participate in. The understanding of emotions 

is thought to enable a child to “read” another individual and coordinate successful 

interactions accordingly (Astington & Gopnik, 1991). Children raised by parents who are 

affectionate and highly responsive have been shown to be more prosocial (Miller, 

Bernzweig, Eisenberg. & Fabes, 1991), better able to deal with and understand their own 

emotions (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1991), and possess more refined perspective taking skills 

than children with less responsive parents (Dunn, Brown, Slomkowski, Tesla & 

Youngblade, 1991). Children whose parents talk openly about emotion may also be better 

able to consider morality when deciding whether or not to engage in prosocial actions 

(Zahn-Waxler, Radke-Yarrow & King, 1979). 

 Gender - Gender differences in prosocial behavior are most likely due to the 

different ways boys and girls are socialized within society. Girls are expected to help, 
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comfort and teach more so than boys, who are expected to function independently from 

others (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998). Conforming to expectations, children have been found 

to present themselves in ways consistent with gender stereotypes (Miller, Bernzweig, 

Eisenberg & Fabes, 1991). Behavior observation has shown that girls are significantly 

more prosocial than their male counterparts (Ladd & Profilet, 1996) despite the fact that 

boys and girls have the same capacity for empathy and perspective taking (Iannotti, 

1985). 

 Intelligence - As children grow, new cognitive abilities may enable them to 

participate in more prosocial interactions. Children who are more intelligent are more 

likely to engage in more prosocial actions. Correlations between prosocial behavior and 

intelligence have been found to be between the +.30 to +.40 range (Ma & Leung, 1991; 

Weidman & Strayhorn, 1992) and academic ability has also been shown to positively 

correlate with prosocial behavior (Caprara, et al., 1997).  

 Self Regard - The ways in which a child views himself can affect the way he is 

able to interact with peers. Feelings of self worth are related to the quantity of prosocial 

behaviors a child participates in (Elicker et al, 1992). Positive self concepts in children 

are a predictor of the quantity of prosocial behaviors he will initiate but are not indicative 

of the success or competence of those interactions (Cauley & Tyler, 1989).  

 Attractiveness and Popularity - Interesting relationships exist between 

attractiveness, popularity and prosocial behavior. Children who are judged to be more 

attractive in relation to their peers have more friends (Dion, 1973) and spend less time by 

themselves (Dion & Stein, 1978). In girls but not boys, a child’s attractiveness was found 

to elicit more prosocial actions from others (Smith, 1985). The popularity children enjoy 
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results in more opportunities to engage in prosocial activities, which may be very 

rewarding. Often children who are not popular, but wish to be viewed as such, will 

exhibit a need for approval from others and wish to appear to be “nice”.  According to 

Ladd (1983) if the need for approval from others is sufficient to motivate the child to 

initiate more prosocial behaviors the child may be seen as more popular. However, it may 

be that the strategy of being seen as “nice” may inhibit the prosocial actions of the child 

who does not want to risk taking inappropriate prosocial action (Smith, 1985). 

  

 As one can see, many factors can contribute to the prosocial orientation of a child 

and regulate the quantity and quality of the prosocial interactions he participates in. In 

addition to the factors discussed in detail, individual differences in personality such as 

introversion or extraversion, (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998) or how aggressive a child is 

(Parkhurst & Asher 1992) may also affect prosocial behavior. It is also a concern of the 

experimenters that the degree to which a child exhibits selfish tendencies, may affect his 

desire to act in a prosocial manner as well. 

 

Desire Understanding and Prosocial Behavior 

 As a child develops a theory of mind he comes to better understand the desires 

and beliefs of others. This understanding allows children to clearly communicate with 

others and interact in meaningful, productive and prosocial ways. Studies of prosocial 

behaviors of children and theory of mind have primarily looked at the relationship 

between children’s understanding of belief, as measured by false belief tasks, and 

prosocial displays and competence. Capage & Watson (2001) investigated the 
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relationship between theory of mind and social competence, in preschool and 

kindergarten children. Two false belief tasks and an interpersonal problem solving 

measure were administered to subjects. Children’s level of social competence, as 

ascertained through interpersonal problem solving performance, was significantly 

correlated to their understanding of false belief. In addition to this, Watson et al. (1999) 

found that false belief understanding, as measured by an unexpected content false belief 

tasks, was a significant predictor of preschool and kindergarten aged children’s positive 

prosocial skills, as rated by their classroom teachers. 

Children who can attribute false beliefs to others have been shown to make more 

play proposals than those of the same age who cannot attribute false beliefs (Astington 

and Jenkins, 1995). 3-year olds who display higher theory of mind competency, as 

measured by false belief tasks, are rated by their teachers as more socially competent than 

children with a lesser ability to understand false belief (Lalonde & Chadler, 1995). Early 

development of false belief understanding is also associated with “connected 

communication” in which children understand the desires of others and coordinate their 

social actions appropriately, resulting in more positive outcomes in peer interactions, 

(Slomknowski & Dunn, 1996, pp. 443). In addition to this the understanding of emotion 

and the ability to perspective take are also linked to a fully developed theory of mind and 

a child’s ability to act in a prosocial manner (Karniol, 1995).  

While belief understanding is clearly related to prosocial actions of children, it is 

unclear how desire, as opposed to belief understanding, impacts the prosocial interactions 

of children. When researchers investigate the relationship between theory of mind and 

prosocial behavior they are necessarily considering three factors: prosocial behavior, 
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belief understanding and desire understanding. The latter is given rather little mention in 

explaining prosocial behavior. However, to understand that individuals have beliefs that 

may be false or different from one’s own personal beliefs is not a requirement for 

engaging in successful prosocial behavior. It is the understanding of the desires of others, 

which may lead to perspective taking and empathy, which greatly affect the nature and 

quality of childhood prosocial behavior.  It is the goal of this study to investigate the role 

desire understanding of young children plays in prosocial orientations and behaviors.  

According to developmental theories of theory of mind development, an 

understanding of the desires of others comes before an understanding of the beliefs of 

others (Wellman, 2001). The research of Watson et al. (1999) has shown that children’s 

understanding of beliefs is significant predictor of their prosocial skills. However, prior to 

the ages of 4 to 5 years, when belief understanding comes to full maturity, children 

already have the capacity to socially interact with one another and build friendships. It is 

believed by the experimenters, that desire understanding, in place before belief 

understanding, should be positively related to their ability to both understand and engage 

in prosocial behaviors. 

The present study examined the desire understanding of children through the 

administration of three different types of desire understanding tasks and prosocial 

behavior capabilities of preschool aged children, as rated by classroom teachers and 

parents. As little work with children of lower socioeconomic groups has been done, 

participants in the experiment were members of a lower to middle-class community. Two 

groups of students were tested. One group attended a mainstream preschool or 

kindergarten program while the other group attended a preschool program developed for 
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children “at risk” for future education related problems (see Appendix v for “at risk” 

criterion).  Based on the developmental theory of Wellman, we believe that a 

preschoolers’ understanding of the desires of others should be positively correlated with 

age. We predict that higher levels of desire understanding will be related to greater 

ratings of displayed prosocial behavior. Due to the fact that theory of mind development 

is thought to be universal, we predict the relationship between desire understanding and 

prosocial behavior will not differ between children designated “at risk” and children 

designated as mainstream. Also, in light of previous research relating to both prosocial 

behavior (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Rydell, et al. 1997) and desire understanding 

(Wellman & Woolley, 1990; Cassidy, under review; Yuill et al., 1996) which has failed 

to find differences in gender, we expect no gender differences to be present.  

 
Methods 
 
Subjects    

Fifty children between the ages of 3-years and 5-years old participated in the 

experiment (M age = 4 years 10 months, range = 3 years 2 months - 5 years 11 months, 

SD = 6.12). Twenty-one subjects were male (42.9%) and twenty-nine subjects were 

female (57.1%). All of the participants attended a lower to middle class school district in 

a Midwestern, U.S. suburb. Thirty-one children who participated were enrolled in a 

preschool program for “at risk” children (see Appendix v for “at risk” criterion). Fifteen 

of the subjects were enrolled in a mainstream preschool program and four subjects were 

enrolled in a mainstream kindergarten program. Four subjects were African American, 

three were Asian American, two were Hispanic and the remaining were Caucasian 
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American. The data of one Caucasian, female, “at risk” subject was discarded because the 

parent questionnaire of the subject was largely incomplete. 

 
Stimulus Materials  

Simple Desire Understanding Tasks 
 
 Children were shown three storyboards with removable, Velcro characters, 

generated by the experimenters, for the three simple desire understanding tasks which 

were administered (Wellman & Woolley, 1990). The subjects were shown two sets of 

four pictures, also generated by the experimenters, in the conflicting-inferring desire 

understanding tasks (Cassidy, under review). Finally, subjects were shown two sets of 

three pictures depicting stories outlined in the wicked desire understanding tasks (see 

Appendix iii). Pictures and storyboards for all tasks matched gender of the character in 

the task to that of the subject to which they were presented.  

Prosocial Behavior Measures 

 The school teacher and one parent of each child were given a short, one page form 

to complete pertaining to the preschooler’s prosocial capacity (as determined by the 

measure of Rydell et al. 1997) and level of selflessness (See Appendix iv). Parents and 

teachers were asked to indicate the extent to which the subject in question exhibited 

prosocial or selfless actions or characteristics, on a scale from one (never) to five (almost 

always). The measure was composed of three subscales designed to examine the child’s 

level of prosocial orientation, social initiative and  selflessness. 

 
Procedure 
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 Prior to the testing sessions involving the child, consent from parents was attained 

and the one page prosocial measure, (Rydell, et al., 1997; see Appendix iv) completed by 

both the parents and the child’s teacher, were collected. In a single session, subjects then 

participated in three simple desire understanding tasks (Wellman & Woollley,1990), two 

conflicting/inferring desire tasks (Cassidy, under review), and two wicked desire tasks 

(Yuill et al., 1996). Each of the three types of tasks varied in difficulty with the simple 

desire tasks supposed to serve as the most simple and the wicked desire tasks supposed to 

serve as the most difficult. The order in which the desire understanding tasks were 

presented was randomized and questions asked within the tasks were counterbalanced so 

that the presentation order of questions would not affect subject responses.  

Desire Tasks 

 Subjects were tested in one on one sessions with a female experimenter. Each 

session was roughly 15 minutes in duration. The desire understanding tasks were 

presented in random order and the gender of the protagonists in each of the tasks was 

matched to the gender of the participant. 

Wellman Desire Task 

 Wellman and Woolley (1990) found that 2-year olds can use simple desire 

understanding to predict the actions and reactions of others. Adapting the tasks of 

Wellman and Woolley, each subject was presented with three stories which asked the 

child to make judgments about the behaviors and emotional reactions of characters within 

the story in three types of situations: Finds-Wanted, Finds-Nothing and Finds-Substitute. 

In each situation the character in the story desires an object and takes action to find the 

object which may be in one of two locations. In the Finds-Wanted situation the character 
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searches for the object and finds the desired object in the first location he looks.  In the 

Finds-Nothing situation the character searches for the desired object but finds nothing in 

the first location he looks. In the Finds-Substitute situation the character finds, not his 

original desired object, but an alternative, somewhat attractive object, when he looks in 

the first location (see Appendix I). 

After the experimenter finished each scenario the child was asked to predict the 

current emotion and the future action of the character in the story. In making action 

predictions the child is asked whether or not the character will continue to search for his 

desired object. A child who understands the simple desires of others will be able to 

correctly predict that the character in the Finds-Nothing and Finds-Substitute situations 

will continue to search for the desired object, while the character in the Finds-Wanted 

situation will not continue his search. In making judgments regarding the emotional state 

of the character the child was asked how the character feels at the end of the scenario. A 

child who understands the desires of others will judge the character in the Finds-Nothing 

and Finds-Substitute situations to be sad while the character in the Finds-Wanted 

situation will be judged to be happy. 

Cassidy Conflicting/Inferring Desire Task 

 Cassidy (under review) found that 3-year old children had difficulty predicting the 

action of an agent when they had to infer the agent’s desire and that desire conflicted with 

their own desire. Each subject was presented one implicit conflict desire trial and one 

implicit no-conflict trial. In the implicit conflict trial the participant was shown pictures 

of four activities. One of the activities (the zoo) was designed to be appealing and the 

other three activities were designed to be unappealing to the participant (the bank, the 
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post office and the supermarket). The subject was asked to identify one activity they liked 

very much and one activity they disliked very much. The participant was then presented 

with a story in which they were given information regarding which activity the character 

in the story liked (an activity the participant had disliked) and which activity the character 

did not like (an activity that the participant liked). The preferences of the character were 

not explicitly stated and the participant was left to infer the characters preferences based 

upon knowledge of the characters past experiences. The participant was asked which 

activity the character would choose to do the next day and then asked a control question 

about which activities they themselves had liked or disliked.  

 In the implicit no-conflict trial the participant was again presented with pictures of 

activities, however, these activities were of similar type and equal appeal to the 

participant (the playground, the beach, the pool, a picnic). The subject was then asked to 

choose two activities they especially liked and told a story similar to that in the implicit 

conflict trial, with the character in the story enjoying one activity and not enjoying the 

other. Participants, again, had to infer which activities the character in the story liked and 

disliked based upon their past experiences. The activity which the character was implied 

to like was one of the activities (chosen at random by the experimenter) that the 

participant had previously chosen and the activity the character was implied to dislike 

was the other activity previously chosen by the participant. The subjects were then asked 

which activity the character in the story would choose to do the next day and a control 

question asking which activities they themselves had previously picked. 

Yuill Wicked Desire Task 
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 Yuill et al. (1996) found that children 4- to 5-years of age could correctly judge 

the emotions of an character on the basis of a morally objective desired outcome, in cases 

based upon immoral or “wicked” desires, while children under 4-years old could not. 

Using the wicked desire task of Yuill et al. (1996) participants were presented with two 

stories in which they were asked to make emotion judgments about characters. Each 

wicked desire trial involved a specific context (an activity with a ball or a bike), a bad 

motive and an outcome which was matched or mismatched to the goal of the character. 

During the stories, participants were shown a series of three pictures showing the motive, 

action and outcome depicted in each story. At the end of the story the participant was 

asked to decide whether the agent in the story was happy or sad. 

 In the ball context, bad motive, mismatch on desired outcome trial a child (whose 

sex is matched to that of the subject) was shown playing with a ball. In this situation the 

character saw a child in a blue sweater who he does not like and wished to throw the ball 

at the child and hit him in the head. The agent threw the ball and missed the child in the 

blue sweater and instead hit a different child, making him cry. Participants with desire 

understanding judged the child who threw the ball in this situation to be sad, as he did not 

hit the individual he intended to hit. 

 In the bike context, bad motive, match desired outcome trail a child (whose sex is 

matched to that of the subject) shown riding a bike on the playground saw a child he does 

not like and wished to give the other child a “big bump” (an unpleasant action). The 

agent gave the disliked child a “big bump” and as a result the child got off his bike and 

stomped his feet in anger. Participants with desire understanding judged the child who 

administered the “big bump” in this scenario to be happy. 
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Prosocial Measure 
Two Factor Social Competence Measure 
 
 Rydell et al. (1997) created a measure to be completed by parents and teachers of 

young children. The Rydell et al. test of social competence is a short written measure of 

29 items, completed by parents and teachers, which asked about social skills and 

behaviors indicative of perspective taking (empathy), helpfulness, cooperation, altruism, 

generosity, social participation, initiative taking and conflict handling. Adults were asked 

to rate the degree to which statements on the measure applied most to the child on a scale 

of 1 to 5 with higher scores indicating statements which applied to the child. Two factors 

have been indicated by this measure and can be seen as comprising social competence. 

Items on the questionnaire such as, “Has capacity for generosity with peers”, aim to 

evaluate one factor called prosocial orientation, or a child’s ability to engage in prosocial 

interactions. Other items, such as “Leads play activity”, focus on a different factor 

relating to prosocial behavior, namely, social initiative or a child’s propensity to engage 

in prosocial interactions.   

 The measure was shown to have internal validity of alpha coefficients =.88, and 

.76 for the prosocial orientation and social initiative factors respectively and a correlation 

of the two scales of r = .42 . The measure was stable across gender and test-retest 

reliability after one year for prosocial orientation was r = .79 (parent rating) and r = .59, 

(teacher rating) and for social initiative r = .79, p < .001 (parent rating) and r = .81 

(teacher rating). The agreement of the measure between teachers and parents was 

significant at all levels except in suburban samples where r = .17, p < .05.  

Selflessness measure 
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 Intermingled in the Rydell et al. measure of prosocial behaviors was a measure of 

six items, generated by the experimenters, to qualify any selfless behaviors or tendencies 

the participant may display (see Appendix iv). The selflessness measure was pre-tested 

for clarity before it was administered to the parents and teachers of the subjects. With the 

data collected the measure was shown to have alpha coefficients = .93 and .71 for the 

teacher and parent ratings respectively. However, agreement between teacher and parent 

ratings was not found to be statistically significant (r = .172, p < .05). 

 

Results 

Desire Understanding 

Subjects were given a score of one for every question they answered correctly in 

the simple desire understanding tasks (Wellman and Woolley, 1990), and wicked desire 

understanding tasks (Yuill et al., 1996). As a result the range of scores for each task was 

between 0 and 6 for the simple desire task and 0 to 2 for the wicked desire task.  

In the conflicting/inferring desire understanding tasks (Cassidy, under review) 

children were asked a total of 2 test questions. In addition to test questions the 

conflicting/inferring task also asked subjects about their own desires before and after the 

test to check whether they had changed their own preferences to match the preferences of 

the character in the trial. Children who answered both the test and preference questions 

correctly earned a score of 2 out of 2, proportionately a score of 1. However, if the 

subject answered the test question correctly but the latter preference question incorrectly, 

therefore having changed their preference, responses for the question as a whole, were 

not considered in the total score and the scores for these subjects were a proportion 
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correct out of 1. Scoring in this way, overall values for the two conflicting/inferring 

desire tasks administered, range from 0 to 1.  

To ascertain a subject’s overall desire understanding each subject’s simple, 

conflicting/inferring and wicked desire scores were combined to create a composite 

desire understanding score. To ensure that each type of desire understanding measured in 

the experiment influenced the composite score equally, each task was scored out of a 

possible 6 points and the new scores were simply added. The range for composite desire 

understanding is, therefore, 0 to 18. For a summation of subject performance on desire 

understanding tasks see Table 1. 

 

Table 1  
Desire Understanding Task Scores 
 
Desire Task Minimum Maximum Mean Percent 

Correct 
Standard Deviation 

Simple Desire 1 6 4.8 80% 1.2 

Conflict/Infer Desire 0 1 .65 65% .34 

Wicked Desire 0 2 1.1 55% .55 

Composite Desire Score 6 18 12.0 67% 3.2 

 
 

Prosocial Behavior Measures 

Teacher and parent ratings were first broken down to examine prosocial 

orientation, social initiative and selflessness as separate entities. Negatively valenced 

items in the measures were reverse scored and subject’s total scores for each subscale 

were calculated by adding scores from all items within the subscale. In the case that an 

item was not answered by a respondent an average was calculated, for that respondent, 

for the subscale of the item which was incomplete and this average was used as the score 
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for the missing item. The possible range of scores for the three scales was 0 to 105 for 

prosocial orientation, 0 to 40 for social initiative and 0 to 30 for selflessness. 

The three subscales of the prosocial behavior measure (Rydell et al. 1997) were 

examined to determine any relationships between the subscales as answered by teachers 

or parents. Two out of a possible three correlations between the three subscales in the 

teacher ratings of prosocial behavior were significant. Teacher prosocial orientation 

ratings were correlated to teacher social initiation ratings, r = .509, p < .01. Teacher 

prosocial orientation ratings were correlated to teacher selflessness ratings r  = .629, p < 

.01. However, teacher social initiative ratings were not significantly correlated to teacher 

selflessness ratings. Only one out of a possible three correlations between the three 

prosocial subscales was significant for the parental ratings. Parent ratings of prosocial 

orientation and selflessness were significantly correlated, r = .320, p < .05, while no 

significant relationships existed between parent ratings of prosocial orientation and social 

initiative ratings or parent ratings of social initiative and selflessness (see Table 2 for 

complete correlations).  

To assess the agreement between composite teacher and composite parent ratings 

of prosocial behavior, the individual prosocial behavior subscales were then examined in 

relation to one another based upon the respondent, teacher or parent. Teacher and parent 

ratings for prosocial orientation and selflessness were not significantly correlated, while 

teacher and parent social initiative ratings were significantly correlated, r = .413, p < .01. 

As a result of this finding, subsequent analyses were performed with teacher and parent 

prosocial orientation and selflessness scores separate but the social initiative scores used 

reflect the average of individual teacher and parent scores. For an overview of teacher 
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and parent rating of subject prosocial behavior see Table 3 and Table 4. Based upon the 

notion that prosocial behavior was comprised of a child’s ability for prosocial behavior, 

propensity for prosocial action and level of selflessness, scores from the three prosocial 

behavior subscales were summed to create two composite prosocial behavior scores, one 

for teacher ratings and one for parental ratings. Despite the findings of Rydell et al. 

(1997) which found the ratings teachers and parents to be related, in the present study, 

total prosocial behavior as rated by teachers was not significantly related to total 

prosocial behavior as rated by parents. 

 

Table 2 
Prosocial Behavior Subscale Correlations 
 

 Teacher 
Prosocial 
Orientation 

 

Teacher 
Social 
Initiation 

Teacher 
Selflessness 

Parent 
Prosocial 
Orientation 

 

Parent 
Social 
Initiation 

 

Parent 
Selflessness 

Teacher 
Prosocial 
Orientation 

 
--- 

 
 

r  = .509** 

 
 

r  = ..629** 

 
 

r  = .233 

 
 

r =.259 

 
 

r = -.092 

Teacher 
Social 
Initiation 

 
 

r  = .509** 

 
--- 

 
 

r = .015 

 
 

r = -.195 

 
 

r =.413** 

 
 

r = -.129 

Teacher 
Selflessness 
 

 
 

r  = ..629** 

 
 

r = .015 

 
--- 

 
 

r = .334* 

 
 

r = .069 

 
 

r = .172 

Parent 
Prosocial 
Orientation 

 
 

r  = .233 

 
 

r = -.195 

 
 

r = .334* 

 
--- 

 
 

r = .197 

 
 

r = .320* 

Parent 
Social 
Initiation 

 
 

r =.259 

 
 

r =.413** 

 
 

r = .069 

 
 

r = .197 

 
--- 

 
 

r = -.045 
 

Parent 
Selflessness 

 
 

r = -.092 

 
 

r = -.129 

 
 

r = .172 

 
 

r = .320* 

 
 

r = -.045 
 

 
--- 

  * Significant at the .05 level (1-tailed) 
** Significant at the .01 level (1-tailed) 
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Table 3   
Prosocial Behavior Measure Scores by Subscale - As Rated by Teacher  
 
Subscale Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Prosocial Orientation 51 101 72.9 12.6 

Social Initiative  16 37 27.1 4.7 

Selflessness 9 30 21.7 4.8 

Composite Prosocial Score 90 164 121.5 19.2 

 
 
 
Table 4 
Prosocial Behavior Measure Scores by Subscale - As Rated by Parent 

Subscale Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Prosocial Orientation 52 96.6 75.8 9.1 

Social Initiative  16 37 27.1 4.7 

Selflessness 8 26 20.1 3.3 

Composite Prosocial Score 82 148.6 123.4 12.6 

 

Age Effects 

Age significantly correlated with all three desire tasks as well as the desire 

understanding composite totals. For a complete summary of significance levels of these 

correlations see Table 5. Age was correlated to both teacher and parent prosocial 

orientation scores, r = .403 and r = .266, p < .01, respectively. Age significantly 

correlated to selflessness as judged by the subject’s teacher, r = .250, p <.05, but was not 

correlated to the parental measure. The combined teacher and parent social initiative 

measures were not significantly related to the age of the subject. 
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Table 5 
Age and Desire Understanding Task Correlations 
 

 Age Simple 
Desire 

Conflict/ 
Inferring 

Desire 

Wicked 
Desire 

Composite 
Desire Score 

Teacher 
Prosocial 

Rating 

Parent 
Prosocial 

Rating 

 
Age 
 

 
--- 

 
 

r  = .255* 

 
 

r  = .246* 

 
 

r  = .255* 

 
 

r =.384** 

 
 

r = .378** 

 
 

r =.203 

 
Simple 
Desire 
 

 
 

r  = .255* 

 
--- 

 
 

r = .051 

 
 

r = .186 
 

 
 

r =.509** 

 
 

r = .264 

 
 

r = .067 

 
Conflict/ 
Infer Desire 

 
 

r  = .246* 

 
 

r = .051 

 
--- 

 
 

r = .137 

 
 

r = .727** 

 
 

r = .248 

 
 

r = .063 

 
Wicked 
Desire 

 
 

r  = .255* 

 
 

r = .186 

 
 

r = .137 

 
--- 

 
 

r = .670** 

 
 

r = .060 

 
 

r = .023 

 
Composite 
Desire Score 

 
 

r =.384** 

 
 

r =.509** 

 
 

r = .727** 

 
 

r = .670** 

 
--- 

 
 

r = .289* 
 

 
 

r = .078 

Teacher 
Prosocial 
Rating 

 
 

r = .378** 

 
 

r = .264 

 
 

r = .248 

 
 

r = .060 

 
 

r = .289* 
 

 
--- 

 
 

r = .244 

Parent 
Prosocial 
Rating 

 
 

r =.203 

 
 

r = .067 

 
 

r = .063 

 
 

r = .023 

 
 

r = .078 

 
 

r = .244 

 
--- 

  * Significant at the .05 level (1-tailed) 
** Significant at the .01 level (1-tailed) 
 

Gender Effects 

No significant gender effects were found, consistent with previous research 

regarding desire understanding (see Wellman and Woolley, 1990; Cassidy, under review; 

Yuill et al., 1996). However there results are not consistent with previous research 

regarding prosocial behavior which found female preschool aged subjects to be more 

prosocial than male preschool aged subjects (Ladd & Profilet, 1996). 
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Class Effects 

Effects of class designation (“at risk” or mainstream) were found for teacher 

prosocial behavior composite ratings. Teacher prosocial ratings concerning the subscale 

of prosocial orientation for students designated as “at risk” (M score = 67.2) were 

significantly lower than teacher ratings of prosocial orientation for students who were 

enrolled in mainstream classrooms (M score = 81.9), t(47) = -4.8, p < .0001. The group 

mean for teacher ratings of prosocial orientation for “at risk” subjects were not 

significantly different from the group mean of composite desire understanding.  

Teacher ratings of prosocial behavior for mainstream subjects were significantly 

correlated to composite desire understanding, r = .447, p < .05. However, no significant 

correlations were found between parent ratings of prosocial behavior for either 

mainstream or “at risk” subjects and composite desire understanding. No significant 

correlations between teacher ratings of prosocial behavior for “at risk” children and 

composite desire understanding were found.  

 

Desire Understanding and Prosocial Behavior 

Total desire understanding of the subjects, as determined by composite desire 

scores, was significantly correlated with  composite prosocial behavior of the subjects as 

rated by their teachers, r = .289, p < .05. However, composite desire scores were not 

significantly correlated with composite prosocial behavior as rated by parents of the 

subjects. Composite desire understanding was significantly correlated to teacher ratings 

of prosocial orientation, one subscale of the prosocial behavior scale, r = .347, p < .05.  

However, no other significant correlations were found between composite desire 
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understanding and the remaining prosocial behavior subscales. Also no significant 

correlations were found between composite teacher prosocial behavior ratings and 

individual desire tasks or composite parent prosocial behavior ratings and individual 

desire tasks. Due to the worry that that children may possess an understanding of the 

desires of others but choose to not engage in prosocial behaviors based upon their selfish 

tendencies analyses were conducted to control for the effects of selfishness, as measured 

by the selflessness subscale of the prosocial behavior measure. In this analysis no 

correlations between desire understanding and prosocial behavior were found. 

Dividing the entire subject pool based upon their class designation, analyses were 

performed to investigate the relationships between desire tasks/composite scores and 

subscales of the prosocial behavior measure/composite scores. No significant 

relationships between total desire understanding and teacher/parent prosocial ratings were 

found for either the “at risk” or mainstream group, however, similar non-significant 

trends were present within the data.  For a complete summary of the relationships 

between prosocial subscales and composite desire understanding see Table 6. For a 

complete summary of the relationships between individual desire understanding tasks and 

composite teacher/parent ratings of prosocial behavior see Table 7. One non-significant 

but interesting finding pertains to composite parent prosocial ratings and wicked desire 

understanding. For the mainstream group wicked desire understanding was positively 

related to composite parent prosocial ratings, while the wicked desire understanding of 

the “at risk” groups was negatively related to composite parent prosocial ratings (see 

highlighted section of Table 7).  

Table 6 
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Total Desire Understanding as related to Prosocial Behavior Measures for 
Mainstream and “At Risk” Groups 
 

 Teacher 
Prosocial 

Orientation 

Teacher 
Social 

Initiative 

Teacher 
Selflessness 

Composite 
Teacher 
Prosocial 
Ratings 

Parent 
Prosocial 

Orientation 

Parent 
Social 

Initiative 

Parent 
Selfless-

ness 
 

Composite 
 Parent 

Prosocial 
Rating 

Composite 
Desire 
Under-

standing 
Teacher 
Prosocial 
Orientation 

 
--- 

MS  r  =.362 
ARr=.685** 

MS  r  =.719** 
AR  r  =.540** 

MS  r  =.966* 
AR  r  =.957** 

MS  r  =.273 
AR  r  =.259 

MS  r =.273 
AR  r  =.250 

MS  r =-.182 
AR  r =-.065 

MS  r =.285 
AR  r  =.261 

MS  r =.447 
AR  r  =.264 

Teacher Social 
Initiative 

MS  r  = .362 
AR  r  =.685** 

 
--- 

MS  r  =-.186 
AR  r  =.387* 

MS  r  =.546* 
AR  r  =.795** 

MS  r  =-.467* 
AR  r  =.267 

MS  r  =.416 
ARr=.508** 

MS  r =-.218 
AR  r  =-
.076 

MS  r =-.278 
AR  r=.377* 

MS  r =-.075 
AR  r  =.079 

Teacher 
Selflessness 

MS  r  =.719** 
AR  r  =.540** 

MS  r =-.186 
AR  r=.387* 

 
--- 

MS  r  =.669** 
AR  r  =.705** 

MS  r  =.269 
AR  r  =.448* 

MS  r  =.019 
AR  r  =.095 

MS r  =-.014 
AR  r  =.33* 

MS  r  =.225 
AR  r=.444* 

MS  r =.383 
AR  r  =.011 

Composite 
 Teacher 
Prosocial 
Ratings 

MS  r  =.966** 
AR  r  =.957** 

MS r=.546* 
ARr=.795** 

MS  r  =.669** 
AR  r  =.705** 

 
--- 

MS  r  =.070 
AR  r  =.350 

MS  r  =.331 
AR  r  =.315 

MS  r =-.198 
AR  r  =.038 

MS  r  =.137 
AR  r=.379* 

MS  r =.360 
AR  r  =.193 

Parent Prosocial 
Orientation 

MS  r  = .273 
AR  r  =.259 

MS  r=.467* 
AR  r  =.267 

MS  r  =.269 
AR  r  =.448* 

MS  r  =.070 
AR  r  =.350 

 
--- 

MS  r  =.086 
AR  r  =.279 

MS  r  =.165 
AR r =.436* 

MSr=.892** 
AR  r  =.902 

MS  r =.241 
AR  r =-.051 

Parent Social 
Initiative 

MS  r  =.273 
AR  r  =.250 

MS  r  =.416 
ARr=.508** 

MS  r  =.019 
AR  r  =.095 

MS  r  =.331 
AR  r  =.315 

MS  r  =.086 
AR  r  =.279 

 
--- 

MS  r  =.121 
AR  r =-.117 

MS  r=.471* 
ARr=.591** 

MS  r =.136 
AR  r  =.140 

Parent 
Selflessness 

MS  r  =-.182 
AR  r  =-.065 

MS  r =-.218 
AR  r =-.076 

MS  r  =-.014 
AR  r  =.383* 

MS  r  =-.198 
AR  r  =.842 

MS  r  =.165 
AR  r  =.436* 

MS  r  =.121 
AR  r =-.117 

 
--- 

MS  r =.406 
ARr=.521** 

MS  r =-.253 
AR  r =-.185 

Composite 
Parent 
Prosocial Rating 

MS  r  =.285 
AR  r  =.261 

MS  r =-.278 
AR  r  =.377 
 

MS  r  =.225 
AR  r  =.444* 
 

MS  r  =.137 
AR  r  =.379* 
 

MS  r  =.892** 
AR  r  =.902** 
 

MS  r  =.471 
ARr=.591** 

MS  r =.406 
ARr=.521** 

 
--- 

MS  r =.192 
AR  r =-.024 

Composite 
 Desire 
Understanding  

MS  r  =.447 
AR  r  =.264 

MS  r =-.075 
AR  r  =.079 

MS  r  =.383 
AR  r  =.011 

MS  r  =.360 
AR  r  =.193 

MS  r  =.241 
AR  r  =-.051 

MS  r  =.136 
AR  r  =.140 

MS  r  =253 
AR  r  .185 

MS  r  =.192 
AR  r =-.024 

 
--- 

     MS – Mainstream r-values     * Significant at the .05 level (1-tailed) 
     AR – “At Risk” r-values  ** Significant at the .01 level (1-tailed) 
    
 

Table 7 
Total Teacher/Parent Prosocial Behavior Ratings as related to Individual Desire 
Understanding Tasks 
 

 Composite 
Teacher 
Prosocial 
Ratings 

Composite 
Teacher 
Prosocial 
Ratings 

Simple Desire 
 

Conflicting/ 
Inferring Desire 

Wicked Desire Composite Desire 
Score 

 
Composite Teacher 
Prosocial Ratings  

 
--- 

 
MS r =.137 
AR r =.379* 

 
MS r =.314 
AR r =.231 

 
MS r =.244 
AR r =.334 

 
MS r =.299 
AR r =-.291 

 
MS r =.360 
AR r =.193 

 
Composite Parent 
Prosocial Ratings 

 
MS r =.137 
AR r =.379* 

 
--- 

 
MS r =-.033 
AR r =.110 

 
MS r =.069 
AR r =.059 

 
MS r = .339 
AR r =-.219 

 
MS r =.192 
AR r =-.024 

 
Simple Desire 
 

 
MS r =.314 
AR r =.231 

 
MS r =-.033 
AR r =.110 

 
--- 

 
MS r =.348 
AR r =-.084 

 
MS r =.284 
AR r =.128 

 
MS r =.601** 
AR r =.472** 

 
Conflicting/ 
Inferring Desire  

 
MS r =.244 
AR r =.334 

 
MS r =.069 
AR r =.059 

 
MS r =.348 
AR r =-.084 

 
--- 

 
MS r =.420 
AR r =-.057 

 
MS r =.839** 
AR r =.658** 

 
Wicked Desire  

 
MS r =.292 
AR r =-.291 

 
MS r =.339 
AR r =-.219 

 
MS r =.284 
AR r =.128 

 
MS r =.420 
AR r =-.057 

 
--- 

 
MS r =.789** 
AR r =.558** 

Composite Desire 
Score  

 
MS r =.360 
AR r =.193 

 
MS r =.192 
AR r =-.024 

 
MS r =.601** 
AR r =.472** 

 
MS r =.839** 
AR r =.658** 

 
MS r =.789** 
AR r =.558** 

 
--- 

     MS – Mainstream r-values      * Significant at the .05 level (1-tailed) 
     AR – “At Risk” r-values  ** Significant at the .01 level (1-tailed) 
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Discussion 

 The present study found data to support claims that desire understanding 

progresses in stages. The tasks selected by the experimenters looked to measure 

increasingly complicated levels of desire understanding. On the average children were 

able to display simple desire understanding (Wellman and Woolley, 1990) on 80% 

(4.8/6) of the trials given to them. Conflicting/inferring (Cassidy, under review) 

understanding seems to be a slightly harder type of desire understanding with an average 

of 65% (.65/1) of subjects’ responses correct. Wicked desire understanding seems to be 

the most difficult of the desire understandings tested with children passing 55% of these 

tasks (see Table 1 for a complete summary of these findings).  

 One confound, noticed after the experimental trials may have contributed to the 

high achievement of subjects who passed the simple desire tasks with the most ease. The 

storyboards used in this task may have made the task more concrete than the 

conflicting/inferring tasks or the wicked desire tasks which used only pictures. The use of 

real life objects in false belief tasks has been shown to make tasks more concrete for 

subjects and easier to comprehend (Freeman, Lewis, & Doherty, 1991). This may also 

apply to desire understanding tasks, thus enhancing subject performance on the task. 

However, it was predicted that subjects would achieve higher scores on this task and even 

accounting for the effects of enhanced performance, subjects most likely would still have 

scored higher without the enhancement.  As all desire task scores and composite desire 

task scores were all positively correlated to age, it may be concluded that understanding 

of desire increases as children age, thus suggesting a developmental process (Wellman 

1990, 1991). 
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 A significant relationship between composite teacher prosocial behavior ratings 

and age was also found, indicating that teachers perceived older students as engaging in 

more prosocial behaviors than younger students. This finding also may suggest that with 

age children begin to engage in more and higher quality prosocial behaviors. This may be 

due to the fact that older children have had more opportunities to engage in prosocial 

behaviors, as they have been in a classroom setting longer than younger children and 

within the classroom setting children’s play may become more social and interactive. 

With this added opportunity and experience it may be that an increased confidence in 

social ability results. It could also be argued that as a child grows older increased 

cognitive abilities, such as a more developed theory of mind and ability to empathize and 

understand the desires of others, contributes to more successful prosocial behavior. 

Teacher prosocial ratings of selflessness were significantly correlated to age. This finding 

suggests, as a child matures, he may develop an increased ability to engage in prosocial 

activity, due in part to lower levels of selfish behaviors he displays when interacting with 

others.  

It was thought that children may possess an understanding of the desires of others 

but might simply to choose to not engage in prosocial behaviors due to selfish tendencies. 

Controlling for the degree of selflessness displayed no significant correlation between 

desire understanding and prosocial behaviors was found. However, selflessness was 

related to the prosocial orientation of subjects indicating that children who are more 

prosocial are likely to be less selfish. 

It was correctly hypothesized that gender would have no significant effects upon 

the level of desire understanding subjects would display and the prosocial behavior 
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ratings obtained from teachers and parents. It is interesting to note that gender differences 

pertaining to prosocial behavior have been found in previous research. When prosocial 

behaviors were observed in the classroom girls were more prosocial than boys (Ladd and 

Profilet, 1996). The fact that classroom observations of subjects were not conducted may 

account for the lack of gender differences in prosocial behavior in the present study. 

However, no gender differences have been found in previous theory of mind research and 

desire understanding (Wellman & Woolley, 1990; Cassidy, under review; Yuill et al., 

1996). Therefore the present findings are consistent with the idea that the development of 

theory of mind is not affected by gender.   

The primary goal of this study was to determine the extent to which desire 

understanding and prosocial behavior in preschool aged children are related. The present 

study found that, as hypothesized, prosocial behavior, when rated by teachers, was 

significantly correlated with desire understanding. However, contrary to the 

experimenter’s hypothesis, prosocial behavior as rated by parents of the subjects was not 

significantly related to subject desire understanding. Spilt correlations of the data 

performed found that the relationship between prosocial behavior and desire 

understanding did not differ for mainstream and “at risk” designated students.  

Though naturalistic observations were not performed to ascertain the prosocial 

behaviors of subjects, based on previous research, the teacher ratings of prosocial 

behavior may be more reliable than those of parents. Winsler & Wallance (2002) 

examined the relationship between classroom observation of social skills and behavior 

problems and teacher and parent ratings of preschool subjects of these two factors. The 

study found generally that teacher, but not parent, ratings of the social behaviors of 
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subjects were correlated to the observations performed by the experimenters. The same 

trend may be seen in the present study. Parent ratings may be less accurate than teacher 

ratings for many reasons. Parents often have fewer opportunities than teachers to see their 

children in a social settings and interacting with peers, and therefore may make 

inaccurate judgments of prosocial behavior. Parents may not have an accurate idea of 

their own child’s prosocial capabilities in relation to other children. Also, the prosocial 

interactions parents do witness most often may be with young siblings or the children of 

close family friends, with whom there is an expectation of harmonious and prosocial 

relations.   

 In addition to these findings the interesting yet non-significant finding that 

mainstream group wicked desire understanding was positively related to composite 

parent prosocial ratings, while the wicked desire understanding of the “at risk” groups 

was negatively related to composite parent prosocial ratings suggest that parents may 

view their children’s prosocial behaviors differently (see Table 7). It may be that the 

parents of “at risk” students would classify an understanding of the wicked desires of 

others as hindering prosocial interactions with others by encouraging behavior with 

“wicked” or ill-willed intentions. These results suggest that parents of “at risk” children 

may expect their children to conform more to social norms concerning prosocial behavior 

than parents of mainstream children whose ratings indicate that a more sophisticated 

understanding of wicked desire may seen as helpful in peer relations. 

In the classroom setting children have many more opportunities to engage in 

prosocial activity which the classroom teacher is more likely to see and report. Due to the 

fact that teacher and parent ratings of prosocial behavior were related to desire 
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understanding in different ways, it is likely that prosocial behavior is largely context 

dependent. Therefore this study can only draw conclusions between desire understanding 

and prosocial behaviors of preschoolers in a classroom setting. Furthermore, two strong 

correlations between teacher prosocial orientation ratings/teacher selflessness ratings and 

teacher prosocial orientation ratings/teacher social initiative ratings within composite 

teacher prosocial ratings were found in the present study. When compared to one, 

somewhat weak correlation of parent ratings of prosocial orientation and selflessness 

within composite parent prosocial ratings, these findings suggest that teachers may be 

more consistent in their prosocial ratings, thus making them more reliable. This is also 

consistent with the fact that, in the present study parents of some the subjects tested 

confessed to little knowledge of their child’s social skills, making them an unreliable 

judge of their child’s prosocial behavior.   

Differences in teacher and parent ability to correctly rate the social behaviors of 

preschoolers in the classroom setting suggests that prosocial behaviors, such as those 

examined in the present study, are largely context based. Prosocial behavior may differ in 

the classroom from the behavior displayed at home. To avoid the problem of unreliable 

teacher and parent prosocial ratings, future research should observe the prosocial 

behaviors of subjects in the classroom setting. To be able to make claims about the 

overall prosocial behavior of children as related to desire understanding in future studies, 

naturalistic observations need to be performed of both the home and classroom 

environment. 

Little work has been done in the area of theory of mind development with 

children who are of a low to middle class socioeconomic group. No desire understanding 
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research, to the experimenters’ knowledge, has examined children who have been given 

an “at risk” label. Children designated as “at risk” were enrolled in a program called 

Ready Early And Climb High (REACH), developed to cater to the needs of children with 

disadvantaged personal or family backgrounds.  

 The program supposes that children from impoverished backgrounds may have 

fewer educational opportunities than other, mainstream, children. REACH seeks to 

expose “at risk” children, enrolled in the program, to a broad range of educational 

experiences and provides special services such as occupational therapy, physical therapy 

and psychological counseling for students in need. Based upon certain criteria for 

enrollment, such as “developmentally immature”, “family history of delinquency”, and 

“incarcerated parent,” (see Appendix v) it may be that the “at risk” children are at a 

disadvantage in their ability to understand the desires of others and/or their ability to 

engage in successful prosocial behavior. The current study found no differences between 

subject classroom designation and subject desire understanding. These findings suggest 

that theory of mind development is similar for all children regardless of any risk factors 

thought to hinder development. However, it is also possible that children enrolled in the 

“at risk” program have been remediated through the efforts of REACH. 

It is important to note that, though desire understanding was found to not differ 

between groups, one significant difference was found in teacher ratings of prosocial 

behavior between the “at risk” and mainstream groups. Teacher prosocial ratings of 

prosocial orientation (one subscale of the prosocial behavior measure) for “at risk” 

children were significantly lower than teacher ratings of prosocial orientation for 

mainstream children. These results may suggest that teachers of children given the label 
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of “at risk” expect their students to be different and less able than mainstream students 

based solely upon that label when no actual differences were present. It may also be that 

the children labeled “at risk” were disadvantaged upon entering the program and this is 

when teachers formed opinions of their social abilities. This may also indicate that the 

REACH program, designed to benefit “at risk” students and provide them with resources 

to function in ways equivalent to mainstream children has been successful. If this is the 

case, perhaps being in the classroom with the children everyday it is harder for classroom 

teachers to notice the positive changes their students have made and rely heavily on their 

prior opinions of students. It is, however, important to keep in mind that significant group 

difference for prosocial behavior for “at risk” and mainstream students were only 

indicated by one prosocial behavior subscale. Future replication of this study needs to be 

performed to demonstrate whether or not this finding is reliable. 

Furthermore, the teacher prosocial orientation ratings for mainstream children 

were found to be significantly correlated to composite desire measures while the same 

ratings for the lower rated “at risk” children were not. This interesting finding has two 

important, possible implications for the present study. It may be that a significant teacher 

bias is associated with children who have been given an “at risk” label, as discussed 

above. However, because no naturalistic observations of prosocial behavior of subjects 

were performed, this study allows no way to determine whether a teacher bias actually 

exists. It may be, rather,  that teacher ratings of the prosocial behaviors of their students 

are not in fact bias. Due to the fact that “at risk” and mainstream subjects did not perform 

differently on desire understanding tasks, if teacher bias does not exist, desire 

understanding can not be said to be a predictor of prosocial behavior in children. This is a 
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possibility contrary to the hypotheses of the experimenters. Due to the fact that composite 

desire understanding and composite teacher ratings of prosocial behavior were 

significantly correlated, future research should incorporate observation of “at risk” and 

mainstream subjects’ prosocial behavior to determine whether or not desire 

understanding of preschool aged children is in fact a reliable predictor of prosocial 

behavior. 

If desire understanding is a developmental process, as the current study suggests, 

that all children undergo regardless of gender or class designation, and is linked to 

displays of prosocial behavior, it is important to consider and investigate the implications 

of these findings in future research. It may be that an early development of desire 

understanding may allow for higher qualities of prosocial behaviors and better long term 

social outcomes. Longitudinal studies may be considered to examine the outcomes of 

children with differing levels of desire understanding at a particular age. Overall, the 

present study suggests that preschool age childrens’ level of desire understanding is 

related to the level of prosocial behavior displayed within a classroom setting, but it is 

unclear whether these prosocial behaviors transfer outside the classroom. 
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APPENDIX - i 

 
Desire Understanding Stories Used by Wellman & Woolley (1990) 
 
Finds-Wanted Stories 
Here’s Johnny*. He wants to find his dog. His dog might be in the house, or it might be 
in the garage. So, he is looking or his dog. Watch, he is looking for his dog in the garage. 
Look. He finds his dog. 
 
 
Finds-Nothing Stories 
Here’s Betsy*. She wants to find her horse. Her horse might be in the red barn or it might 
be in the green barn. So, she’s going to look for her horse. Watch, she’s looking for her 
horse in the green barn. Look. She doesn’t find her horse. 
 
 
Finds-Substitute Stories 
Here’s Annie*. She wants to find her crayons. Her crayons might be in the desk, or the 
they might be in the toy box. So, she’s going to look for her crayons. Watch, she’s 
looking in the toy box. Look. She finds some mittens. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*The gender of the protagonist in the stories were matched to that of the participant. 
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 APPENDIX – ii 
 
Conflicting/Inferring Desire Sample Story – Cassidy (under review) 
 
Implicit Conflict Trial 
 “Let’s look at these four things to do (Present pictures indicative of the zoo, the 
post office, the bank and the supermarket). Show me one that you like to do the best, the 
one you REALLY, REALLY like to do. (Child chooses go to the zoo.) Now point to the 
one that you hate to do, the one that you don’t like to do. (Child chooses go to the post 
office.) Now I am going to read you a story and ask you some questions. 
  
 “This is Jillian, One day Mommy takes Jillian to the post office. Jillian smiled 
when Mommy let her put money into the stamp machine. The mailperson gave Jillian her 
favorite color balloon. Next, Mommy took Jillian to the zoo. The zoo smelled yucky. 
Jillian got hot and tired from all of the walking and she cried. The next day Mommy 
asked Jillian what she would like to do.” 
  
(Test Question) “Will Jillian choose to go to the post office or the zoo?” 
 
(Participant Preference Question) “Which thing do you like to do the best? Which thing 
do you really hate to do the most?” 
 
 
 
Implicit No-Conflict Trial 
 “Let’s look at these four things to go. (Present pictures indicative of the beach, the 
playground, a picnic and a pool.) Show me two that you like to do the best, the ones you 
REALLY, REALLY like to do. Okay. So you REALLY like to do these two (Child 
chooses “go to the beach” and “go to the playground”). Now I am going to read you a 
story and ask you some questions. 
 
 “This is Becky. One day Mommy took Becky to the beach. Becky got to splash in 
the cool water. Becky also laughed when she jumped over the big waves. Next Becky and 
Mommy went to the playground. First, Becky fell off the swing. Then, there was a long 
line for the slide and Becky didn’t get to go down.  The next day Mommy asks Becky 
what she would like to do.” 
 
(Test Question) “Will Becky choose to go to the playground or the beach?” 
 
(Participant Preference Question) “Which two things do you like the best?” 
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APPENDIX – iii 
 
Wicked Desire Understanding Tasks - Yuill et al. (1996) 
 
Present the subject with pictures of the context, action and outcome of each scenario. 
 
Bike context, bad motive, match.    These children are cycling on the playground. The big 
boy in the green does not like the little boy in the yellow. He is going to make him mad. 
He is going to give him a big bump. The boy in the green gives the boy in the yellow a 
big bump. The little boy in the yellow shirt gets so mad that he gets off his bike and he 
stomps his feet. 
 
Ball context, bad motive, mismatch.   This boy was playing ball. He did not like the boy 
in the blue shirt. He wanted to throw the ball at him and hit him in the head. He threw the 
ball. But it didn’t hot the boy in the blue shirt. It hit the little boy in the red shirt on the 
head and made him cry. 
 
 
After each story the child is asked – 
 (Emotion Question) Is the boy who threw the ball/gave a big/fun bump happy or  
  sad?  
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APPENDIX -iv 

Rydell et al. (1997) Two Factor Social Competence Measure Items and selfishness 
measure. (*Selfishness Measures) 
 
Please rate your child on these items following the scale provided. 
 
1 - never 2 - seldom 3 - sometimes      4 - often    5 - almost always 
 
ITEM 1 2 3 4 5 
1.  Has capacity for generosity with peers      
2.  Has capacity to be helping      
3.  Has capacity to be altruistic      
4.   Shares toys with others when asked by peer*      
5.  Has capacity to sympathize with peers      
6.  Criticizes peers      
7.  Helpful with adults      
8.  Helps peers tidy up      
9.   Initiates sharing without prompting*      
10.  Helps peers search for lost items      
11.  Shares his/her feelings      
12. Good at preventing conflicts      
13. Comforts peer who is upset      
14. Behaves selfishly*      
15. Comforts peer who is sick      
16. Includes shy children in play      
17. Has ability to decode peers’ feelings      
18. Tries to intervene in peer conflicts      
19. Gives compliments to peers      
20. Finds solution when in conflict      
21. Has the capacity to play well with others      
22. Takes things from others without asking      
23. Has the capacity to work well with others      
24. Can give and take in interactions*      
25. Shares peers’ joy      
26. Leads play activities      
27. Thinks world revolves around them*      
28. Socially withdrawn with peers      
29. Makes contact easily with unfamiliar children      
30. Hesitant with peers      
31. Spectator while others play      
32. Shy/hesitant with unfamiliar adults      
33. Is patient when his/her needs cannot be met first*      
34. Suggests activities to peers      
35. Dominated by peers      
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APPENDIX -v 


