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Theory of mind (ToM) is a critical sociocognitive skill 
that promotes smooth social interactions. Researchers 
have long been interested in studying the factors that 
affect the development of ToM. Among these factors, 
the role of sociocultural context, particularly individ-
ualism and collectivism as dominant cultural values 
and children's social experiences (e.g., parenting, fam-
ily environment) associated with these values, come to 
the fore. Researchers have argued that endorsement 
of individualist cultural values in industrialized and 
urbanized Western societies and parents' more fre-
quent reference to others' minds may expose children 
to unique viewpoints early in development and hence, 
promote children's ToM (Lillard,  1998). In contrast, 
collectivist attitudes that place importance on cohe-
sion and communal thinking in non-Western countries 
with lower levels of industrialization, education, and 
urbanization might de-emphasize individual perspec-
tives, which can result in children lagging behind their 

Western peers in their understanding of mental states 
(Lavelle, 2019).

Several studies have tested these ideas in relation to 
children's acquisition of false-belief understanding and 
sequential development of ToM (Lavelle, 2019; Peterson 
& Slaughter, 2016; Slaughter & Perez-Zapata, 2014), but 
these have dealt mainly with sociocultural variation in a 
dichotomous manner by comparing collectivist cultures 
with individualist ones. Yet considering the rapid pace 
of globalization and the spread of information between 
different regions of the world, the cultural realities of 
contemporary countries fit poorly into this dichotomous 
categorization of individualism and collectivism (Santos 
et al.,  2017). Rather, individualist and collectivist val-
ues seem to coexist in today's societies, and individuals' 
level of endorsement of these values appears to follow 
families' dynamic conditions of living, such as their so-
cioeconomic status (SES), place of residence, and the 
developmental stage of their children (Tamis-LeMonda 
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Abstract
Theory of mind (ToM) is a key social-cognitive skill that allows individuals to 
understand and attribute mental states to others; it facilitates relationships and 
helps individuals navigate the social world. Thus, it is likely influenced by social 
and cultural contexts. In this article, we review studies that examine the potential 
ways through which sociocultural context interacts with the development and 
use of ToM in Western and non-Western societies. First, we summarize findings 
documenting the link between culture and timing of ToM acquisition. Second, 
we examine cross-cultural studies on how culture can be related to the sequential 
development of different dimensions of ToM. Third, we discuss when and how 
cultural group membership of the targets influences the use of ToM. Finally, we 
suggest avenues for research so the field can understand more comprehensively the 
dynamic interactions between sociocultural context and the development and use 
of ToM.
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et al., 2007). Therefore, when investigating the role of so-
ciocultural context in children's development of ToM, it 
is wise to consider both a country's macro-level adoption 
of individualist and collectivist values and the micro-
level social experiences of children as they relate to their 
families' social conditions, including SES.

How do sociocultural factors influence the develop-
ment of ToM? Turkey provides an illuminating exam-
ple: It is a country that geographically and historically 
bridges Europe with Asia. It is also a country that, as 
a result of its rapid industrialization and urbanization, 
uniquely incorporates Western individualist values and 
Eastern collectivist values (Sunar,  2002). This coexis-
tence of individualism and collectivism goes hand in 
hand with variations in families' SES levels, with groups 
with middle to high SES endorsing Western individual-
ist values and groups with low SES adopting collectiv-
ist norms (Kağıtçıbaşı & Ataca,  2005). This, in turn, 
gives rise to social differences in various aspects of life, 
ranging from parents' socialization goals to educational 
practices (Yagmurlu et al.,  2009; Yagmurlu, Sanson, 
et al., 2005).

In this article, we summarize findings from different 
cultures to explain the dynamic engagement between 
ToM and sociocultural context. In doing so, we look 
closely at findings from Turkey as well as the broader 
literature. Overall, we concentrate on how sociocultural 
factors involving cultural values and social experiences 
(e.g., SES, family composition, parenting) might be re-
lated to the timing and sequential development of ToM. 
We also examine how these sociocultural factors can be 
linked with individuals' use of ToM when mentalizing 
about people from their own cultural group versus peo-
ple from other cultural groups.

SOCIOCU LTU RA L FACTORS A N D 
TIM ING OF ToM ACQU ISITION

For decades, researchers studying ToM have examined 
the age when explicit mental state understanding devel-
ops (Ruffman, 2014) and tested children's performance 
on a range of false-belief tasks, a litmus test of ToM. 
Broadly speaking, across different cultural groups, most 
children achieve false-belief understanding at roughly 
4–5 years (Callaghan et al., 2005; Kuntoro et al., 2013), 
while 3-year-olds usually fail to understand that others 
might have false beliefs. While these results indicate a 
conceptual change in social understanding that takes 
place globally during early childhood, the pace of this 
change appears to be affected by social experiences 
that are guided by cultural values, norms (e.g., indi-
vidualism and collectivism; Liu et al.,  2008; Mayer & 
Träuble, 2013), and contextual factors (e.g., SES; Dixson 
et al., 2018).

To test these ideas, researchers have conducted stud-
ies in various countries, including Indonesia (Kuntoro 

et al.,  2013) and Iran (Shahaeian et al.,  2011), showing 
that children in non-Western societies performed com-
parably to their Western peers on false-belief tasks. 
However, researchers have also reported slight delays in 
the age at which children succeed at false-belief tasks in 
far Eastern cultures such as Japan (Wellman et al., 2001), 
Hong-Kong (Liu et al., 2008), and Pacific Island coun-
tries (e.g., Samoa; Mayer & Träuble, 2013).

Indeed, findings from Turkey on the timing of Turkish 
children's false-belief acquisition reflect the variation 
in children's sociocultural experiences. Turkish 48- to 
70-month-olds from families with middle to high SES 
who were exposed to rich educational materials and sup-
portive parent–child interactions that involved induc-
tive reasoning, encouragement of emotional expression, 
and mental state talk tended to succeed at false-belief 
tasks at around age 4 (Yagmurlu, Berument, et al., 2005). 
These children's social experiences in their families were 
similar to those typically associated with family prac-
tices in individualist societies. Hence, these experiences 
generally advanced the sociocognitive skills of Turkish 
children from families with middle to high SES in a way 
that mirrors the experiences of children in Western in-
dividualist contexts (Devine & Hughes, 2018; Ruffman 
et al., 2002).

In contrast, Turkish children from disadvantaged 
contexts (e.g., families with low SES and childrearing 
institutions) were at risk of delay in the development 
of false-belief understanding (Berument,  2013; Selcuk 
et al.,  2018; Sumer-Büyükabacı et al.,  2021; Yagmurlu, 
Berument, et al., 2005). These children's social environ-
ments were characterized by high levels of stress, unsta-
ble relationships, and authoritarian parenting practices 
(Selcuk & Yucel,  2017), which probably deprived them 
of parental mental state talk and the elaborated causal 
explanations that are crucial for insight into others' 
minds. The social conditions that result in a delay in 
children's false-belief acquisition appeared to occur as a 
function of both caregivers' lack of educational and ma-
terial resources to support their children and traditional 
collectivist childrearing practices that failed to priori-
tize children's awareness of others' unique perspectives 
(Yagmurlu, Sanson, et al., 2005; Yagmurlu et al., 2009).

Overall, these findings point out how, in a cultural 
environment where individualist and collectivist values 
coexist, timing of children's false-belief understanding 
is associated with children's contextual experiences, 
particularly families' SES, that promote either Western-
style family interactions and educational practices or 
traditional parenting practices involving hierarchy and 
deficient inductive reasoning. Moreover, family SES is a 
multifaceted concept, and additional factors (e.g., lack of 
age-appropriate storybooks and toys, economic burden, 
inadequate nutrition) can help explain the link between 
contextual influences on false-belief understanding be-
sides parenting and educational practices (Devine & 
Hughes, 2018).
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SOCIOCU LTU RA L FACTORS A N D 
SEQU ENTI A L DEVELOPM ENT OF 
ToM CONCEPTS

Researchers (Wellman & Liu, 2004) also developed a bat-
tery of tasks to extend ToM beyond classical false-belief 
assessments that comprehensively evaluates other men-
talistic concepts, including diverse desires (people can 
have different desires for the same thing), diverse beliefs 
(people can have different beliefs about the same situa-
tion where there is no explicit reality), access to knowl-
edge (people can have differential access to knowledge), 
and hidden emotions (people's real emotions can differ 
from their displayed emotions) across preschool years 
and childhood. Researchers have identified important 
cultural variations in sequential acquisition of different 
ToM concepts. More specifically, two main ToM acquisi-
tion sequences emerged: individualist (diverse desire > di-
verse belief > knowledge access > false-belief > hidden 
emotion) and collectivist (diverse desire > knowledge 
access > diverse belief > false-belief > hidden emotion), 
with the former seen in the United States and Australia 
and the latter found in China and Iran (see Slaughter & 
Perez-Zapata, 2014, for a review).

In one study, preschool children from collectivist 
countries displayed a later understanding of diverse 
belief in sequence than did children from individualist 
countries (Shahaeian et al., 2011; Wellman et al., 2006). 
This finding has been attributed primarily to children's 
low levels of exposure to different beliefs because col-
lectivist societies value mutual agreement, group har-
mony, and cohesion, which requires believing in the 
same thing or acting in the same way. Likewise, these 
children's earlier achievement of knowledge access was 
thought to be the result of collectivist cultures' emphasis 
on knowing the ways to gain knowledge. This is import-
ant both for attaining educational success—a signifi-
cant parental goal—and for sustaining harmony within 
the group (Shahaeian et al., 2011). Similarly, in another 
study (Kuntoro et al., 2013), pemulung 3- to 7-year-olds 
in Jakarta were slower in gaining knowledge access than 
middle-class Jakartan and Australian peers, document-
ing the possible role of SES-related factors and cultural 
values.

Researchers have sought to understand how the co-
existence of individualist and collectivist cultural norms 
in Turkey affected children's acquisition of ToM (Selcuk 
et al., 2018). In a study of Turkish 34- to 80-month-olds 
from major cities, 62% had a collectivist ToM acquisi-
tion pattern. This proportion was lower than the pro-
portion of Chinese and Iranian children (75%–85%) who 
displayed a collectivist pattern, probably pointing to the 
reduced impact of collectivism in Turkey on children's 
ToM acquisition sequence. Moreover, in a comparison 
of children who passed tests of diverse belief but not 
of knowledge access (individualist sequence) with chil-
dren who passed tests of knowledge access but not of 

diverse belief (collectivist sequence), children who lived 
in crowded households with multiple adults were at a sig-
nificant advantage in passing tests of diverse belief com-
pared with their peers living in nuclear families.

Crowded households and children's supervision by 
multiple adults are common features of collectivist so-
cieties. Although adults in these societies are expected 
to teach children interdependent actions by promot-
ing shared viewpoints and understating diverse ideas 
(Lavelle,  2019), data from Turkey have not confirmed 
this expectation. Because of generational differences in 
endorsement of individualist and collectivist values in 
Turkey, with older generations prioritizing more collec-
tivist ideals such as relatedness and respect for authority 
more than younger generations (Sunar, 2002), children in 
these crowded households were probably exposed to rich 
discussions that highlighted diverse opinions. Therefore, 
although crowded households were usually linked with 
collectivist lifestyles, within the unique context of Turkey 
as a melting pot of multiple cultural norms, children's ex-
posure to and interaction with several adults who spoke 
of their own minds may have enhanced their acquisition 
of diverse belief.

In line with these arguments supporting the im-
portance of rich social interaction for an earlier un-
derstanding of diverse belief, in another study (Etel & 
Yagmurlu,  2015), researchers found an individualist 
ToM acquisition pattern in Turkish 3- to 5-year-olds liv-
ing in childrearing institutions. Although the children 
were at risk for overall delayed development of sociocog-
nitive skills because they lived in a disadvantaged con-
text without consistent caregiving (e.g., frequent changes 
in caregivers; Selcuk & Yucel, 2017), their frequent and 
rich peer relationships helped them figure out diversity 
in subjective beliefs. Together, these results suggest that 
within the cultural composition of Turkey, ongoing so-
cial interactions with adults and children steer Turkish 
children's ToM acquisition sequence toward that of their 
Western peers. This in turn highlights the interaction in 
children of macro-level cultural factors with micro-level 
social experiences in driving ToM development.

Parental talk also plays a role in the interaction 
between cultural norms and children's social experi-
ences in influencing the sequence of ToM development 
(Taumoepeau et al.,  2019). If children's acquisition of 
knowledge access before diverse belief in collectivist 
societies is the result of the importance given to chil-
dren's acquisition of new knowledge (a characteristic 
that is highly valued by Turkish parents in comparison 
to Western mothers; Durgel et al.,  2009), then mothers 
from collectivist cultures should have more didactic and 
repetition-oriented talk than mothers from individualist 
backgrounds. Supporting this idea, mothers in Eastern 
Turkey (66% with a college degree or higher) were more 
repetitive and less elaborative when reminiscing with 
their 41- to 62-month-olds about the past and discuss-
ing expectations about the future than were mothers in 
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Western Turkey (91% with a college degree or higher; 
Sahin-Acar & Leichtman, 2015). Furthermore, this dif-
ference paralleled the differences in mothers' cultural 
self-construal, with mothers in eastern Turkey endorsing 
lower individuation/autonomy than mothers in western 
Turkey.

Researchers have also reported differences related 
to SES in parent–child conversations in Turkey, par-
ticularly in the types of questions 3- to 5-year-olds 
asked when they talked with their mothers (Ünlütabak 
et al.,  2019). Children from backgrounds of middle 
SES (mothers' education levels ranged from university 
to postgraduate school) asked more information- and 
explanation-seeking questions about unknown items 
than did same-aged children from groups with low SES 
(mothers' education levels ranged from primary to sec-
ondary school), which probably influenced the content 
of talk children received. Although these findings do not 
speak directly to the link between sociocultural factors 
and mothers' mental state talk, they suggest that as a 
function of the differences in cultural norms and socio-
demographic factors, mother–child conversations vary, 
which might affect the sequential development of chil-
dren's representations of others' minds.

In summary, studies from Turkey show that children's 
insight into other people's mental states develops in a se-
quential fashion that reflects the dynamic interaction be-
tween cultural values and differences in children's social 
experiences. Children's diverging experiences within the 
same society can be related to distinct ToM sequences. 
Therefore, both the cultural norms and the social con-
text (e.g., parents' socialization goals, family SES, 
parent–child conversations) that are informed by these 
cultural norms (Nacak et al., 2011) should be studied in 
tandem for a deeper understanding of the link between 
sociocultural influences and the sequential development 
of ToM concepts.

CU LTU RA L GROU P M EM BERSH IP 
A N D TH E USE OF ToM

As discussed previously, people in individualist socie-
ties are likely to be exposed to more elaborative mater-
nal talk (Sahin-Acar & Leichtman, 2015) and are more 
motivated to consider individualized perspectives 
(Lavelle,  2019) than people in collectivist countries. 
Thus, it is plausible to expect that people in individual-
ist societies can easily individuate and attribute men-
tal states to others regardless of their characteristics. 
However, studies conducted in both individualist and 
collectivist societies have documented that the use of 
ToM can be susceptible to the characteristics of the 
other, that is, the one whose mind is to be inferred. 
Cultural group membership (i.e., being from the same 
culture or another culture) can be one of these charac-
teristics. Cultural similarity with the target may make 

individuals attribute mental states more accurately and 
more frequently (to those who are culturally similar) 
in both individualist and collectivist societies. Thus, 
factors like cultural group membership may come to 
the fore in understanding how individuals accurately 
and frequently mentalize about those who are cultur-
ally similar versus those who are culturally dissimi-
lar. Relatedly, affective evaluations of others' cultural 
groups, such as prejudice (i.e., negative attitudes to-
ward individuals due to group membership) and threat 
perception (i.e., threats to societies' resources, welfare, 
and values), may lead to lower ToM accuracy in inter-
group contexts.

Research on ToM and cultural group membership 
provides some support for these arguments in both 
collectivist and individualist cultures. Children can 
evaluate the mental states of agents in relation to their 
group membership (see Rhodes & Wellman, 2017, for 
a review). For example, in a study on the frequency of 
mental state use, 5- to 6-year-olds in northern England 
attributed more mental states (e.g., desires, emotions, 
intentions) to culturally similar agents than to cultur-
ally dissimilar agents in a geographically based inter-
group context (McLoughlin & Over, 2017); in addition, 
6-year-olds used more diverse mental state terms while 
describing their own cultural group than when de-
scribing other cultural groups. In a study that used a 
minimal group paradigm, U.S. 4- to 10-year-olds' ToM 
accuracy was influenced by group membership in a 
morally relevant false-belief understanding task (em-
bedding salient moral information into a prototypic 
false-belief scenario): Children had better ToM accu-
racy for their own group members than for other group 
members (Glidden et al., 2021).

Moreover, in another study, Turkish 9- to 13-year-olds 
had better ToM accuracy for Turkish characters depicted 
in the Strange Stories task (understanding the concepts of 
double bluffs, persuasion, white lies, and misunderstand-
ing) than for Syrian or Northern European characters in 
the task (Gonultas et al., 2020). Adolescents with higher 
levels of prejudice and threat perception toward Syrians 
were less likely to attribute mental states to Syrian char-
acters in the stories. This is an important intergroup con-
text because more than three million refugees currently 
reside in Turkey, where high rates of prejudicial atti-
tudes and discriminatory behaviors are observed toward 
Syrian refugees (Yitmen & Verkuyten, 2018). The inter-
group context in Turkey can be reflected in many soci-
eties that receive migrants and refugees due to conflicts 
and wars (e.g., migrations from Afghanistan, Ukraine, 
and Syria), economic-societal crises (e.g., migrations 
from Venezuela), and climate change (e.g., migrations 
from Pakistan; Migration Policy Institute, 2022). These 
are likely to escalate in the future, which may lead to fur-
ther increases in migration and global mobility across 
the world. Relatedly, interactions between people from 
different social groups are likely to rise, which makes it 
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important to examine factors involved in mentalizing 
people from different social groups.

In a recent study, young Turkish adults attributed 
more accurate mental states to Turkish characters than 
to Syrian and Norwegian characters (Ekerim-Akbulut 
et al.,  2020). Extending previous literature, this study 
also found that lower levels of perceived similarity and 
higher levels of prejudice toward Syrians led to less ac-
curate mental state attribution to Syrian characters de-
picted in the Strange Stories task. Similarly, in a study of 
Chilean and Australian adults, both groups performed 
better in attributing accurate mental states to people 
from their own cultural group than to people from dif-
ferent cultural groups in the Strange Stories task (Perez-
Zapata et al., 2016).

Some studies have documented either higher ToM ac-
curacy for targets from different cultural groups or no 
difference. In one (Sudo & Farrar, 2020), U.S. 5-year-olds 
with high levels of group affiliation were less likely to 
succeed at the first-order false-belief understanding task 
when the characters were from different cultural groups 
than when the characters were from their own cultural 
group. The authors suggest that higher levels of affilia-
tion could impair children's understanding that cultural 
group members can have a false belief that differs from 
their own. In another study (Witt et al., 2022), German 
4-year-olds performed equally in the first-order false-
belief task regardless of whether the characters were 
from their own cultural group or from different cul-
tural groups (created through accent manipulation). 
In yet another study (Gonultas & Mulvey, 2022), while 
Turkish 10- to 13-year-olds' ToM accuracy was better 
for Turkish individuals than for Syrian individuals, 14- 
to 18-year-olds' ToM performance did not differ across 
Turkish and Syrian characters (via the Strange Stories 
Task). The authors suggest that older adolescents may 
have more opportunities for contact with Syrian peers 
than do younger adolescents, through face-to-face inter-
actions or social media. This discrepancy between older 
adolescents (Gonultas & Mulvey,  2022) and younger 
adults (Ekerim-Akbulut et al., 2020) could be the result 
of methodological differences. In one study (Ekerim-
Akbulut et al., 2020), researchers used eight mindreading 
stories and eight control stories to account for partici-
pants' general reasoning ability. In the other (Gonultas 
& Mulvey, 2022), researchers used only two mindread-
ing stories without including any control stories. In ad-
dition, the latter study (Gonultas & Mulvey,  2022) did 
not include intergroup-related factors, such as threat 
perception and perceived similarity, that can relate dif-
ferently to ToM accuracy in older adolescents compared 
to younger adults.

Taken together, these mixed results can be explained 
by many factors, including the saliency of cultural group 
membership (with some groups being targets of preju-
dice and discrimination and others being more neutral), 
intergroup-related factors, type of ToM assessments, 

and family factors. Researchers should consider other 
factors to understand how, when, and in which ways cul-
tural group membership is related to the use of ToM.

CONCLUSION A N D LOOK ING  
AH EA D

Overall, sociocultural factors involving adoption of cul-
tural norms and children's social experiences that are 
guided by these norms appear to influence the timing and 
sequential development of mental state understanding in 
different social and cultural contexts. These contexts may 
not fit into the dichotomous categorization of individu-
alism and collectivism. As such, both universal (e.g., the 
timing of false-belief understanding) and socioculturally 
specific (e.g., the mixture of ToM sequences) findings are 
reported with respect to children's developmental tim-
ing and progression of ToM. Researchers might benefit 
from delving into the mechanisms through which cultural 
values accompanied by distinct socialization experiences 
relate to the timing, development, and use of ToM. This 
is especially important considering the possibility that 
the influence of within-culture differences may some-
times outweigh that of between-culture differences. Thus, 
parents' own endorsement of cultural values, parenting 
goals and practices, mental state talk, and reminiscing, 
as well as SES-related factors, should all be considered 
as researchers seek to understand universal and culture/
context-specific aspects of mental state understanding.

Furthermore, the studies we reviewed indicate that 
accurate understanding is not sufficient but necessary 
(Astington,  2004) while mentalizing about individuals' 
own cultural group versus other cultural groups. Thus, 
the social and cultural background of the target should 
be considered in measuring ToM in a contextualized 
way. The effect of cultural group membership on ToM 
is not limited to contexts such as Turkey. Rather, it can 
be extended to and studied in many social contexts, 
such as mentalizing about people from different racial 
or ethnic backgrounds across different regions of the 
United States and Europe, as well as considering pos-
sible within-country differences in terms of acceptance 
and tolerance of diversity. In short, researchers need to 
consider both within-culture variability and between-
culture variability in examining the development and 
use of ToM in social and cultural contexts; this is espe-
cially important given the increase in globalization and 
exchanges between people from different social groups 
via global mobility and online interactions.
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