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THEORY OF MIND AND CONCEPTUAL ENRICHMENT:  

WHAT MAKES INTENSIONALITY TASK MORE DIFFICULT THAN FALSE BELIEF TASK? 
 

 

A TURNING POINT 
 

Such suppositions have met with multi-faceted critique. Numerous studies (e.g., Hulme et al., 2003; Apperly & Robinson, 

2003) have shown that it is really an over-exaggerated opinion that children who discern that mental representations may be 

false (which is evidenced by reliably passing a FBT) acquire the entire package of knowledge guaranteeing understanding 

that mental representations are opaque or that each of the representations determines a different perspective, or that mental 

representations such as beliefs are characterized by an aspectual shape. The discussion is still lively and focused on the 

issue (i) if intensional tests require having new skills apart from those which let children solve a problem in the FBT, and (ii) if 

the time gap between the FBT and IT results only from the fact that in the IT we deal with the new, syntactic, pragmatic or 

other methodological factors that hamper its performance.(Rakoczy et al., 2012, 2015), or that the IT requires specific 

metalinguistic awareness as a new competence (Kamawar et al., 2009). 

THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS 
        Cognitive Statement  

Opacity (intensionality)  of mental representations should be regarded as a concept that stands right at the heart of an 

understanding of mind. An explicit attribution of mental states creates  an intensional (opaque) context. 

        Developmental Statement 

 Children’s understanding of referential opacity (intensionality) proves that already at that stage children fully comprehend     

that mental representations are held under particular descriptions, and not others, and it is evidence that they have acquired an 

essential “package” of concepts completing a fundamental stage in their development to mind-read and „fully-fledged” concept 

of the of the mind 

 

Warning: IntenTionality—IntenSionality 
 

Elucidation We all know the case of Oedipus who identified Jocasta as his wife and as the Queen of Thebes, but in the 

horizon of Oedipus’ mental perspective there was no identification of Jocasta as a mother, although the terms wife and mother 

share the same reference. Nevertheless, each substitution of those terms in the intensional (propositional) context “Oedipus 

knew that Jocasta was his wife” may lead from a true sentence to a false one. Therefore, when we attribute mental states to 

others in the formula “X knows that p”, we have to (A) understand that having access to an object under one description does 

not ensure access to that object under all descriptions (Queen of Thebes ⇏ mother), (B) limit substitution of co-referential 

terms (wife for mother), and (C) realize that the propositional content to which a propositional attitude is held is always 

relativized to the knowledge of the subject (Oedipus). 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 
 

Opacity is commonly viewed as the hallmark of the mind. This statement expresses the general belief that children’s 

understanding of intensionality (referential opacity) is tied to their understanding of mind as a representational medium 

(Kamawar & Olson, 1999, 2011; Apperly & Robinson 2001, 2003; Hulme et al. 2003). Bearing in mind the contemporary 

discussions over an understanding of intensionality/opacity by pre-school children, we attempted to answer the question of 

how far passing the false belief test is a good predictor that a child holds the knowledge that mental representations are 

opaque. To contribute to this debate, we have run a complex, multidimensional study involving 195 children in four age 

groups and two separate experiments: 3-year-olds (N1=30), 4-year-olds (N1=30, N2=25), 5-year-olds (N1=30, N2=25), and 

6-year-olds (N1=30, N2=25). Children were asked to solve the classic false belief task (FBT; deceptive box version: verbal 

and nonverbal version), and a series of newly designed intensional tests IT (verbal and nonvebal versions).  

 CONCLUSIONS 
1. The lag time between passing the FBT and the IT by preschool children cannot be explained by extraneous 

performance factors such as (i) ambiguity (reference resolution) or (ii) the necessity to coordinate information 

from different sense modalities 

2.  The general idea that once children have captured that beliefs (mental representations) sometimes 

misrepresent the reality, then they possess the intuition captured by such philosophical notions as “opacity”, 

is an incorrect developmental statement 

3. The understanding of mind is still undergoing a qualitative change well after the mastery of false belief has 

been   achieved   

 THE REASONS WHY IT IS MORE DIFFICULT THAN FBT 
    (i) In order to pass the IT, a child has to be able to distinguish knowledge of the alternative true description of one and the 

same object. Doing so, the child cannot use the dichotomy of representing and misrepresenting. Applying this dichotomy is 

sufficient for the FBT, simply because when solving the FBT we deal with two conflicting alternative descriptions. 

   (ii) In the IT, the content of a propositional attitude has to be specified in terms of “point of view” “aspectual shape”, 

“perspective”, but not on the basis of an epistemic evaluation, when is regarded as true or false (what is suitable for  FBT) 

   (iii) In the IT, the child needs not only to conform to one aspect of the Generality Constraint as in the FBT (according to 

which the content of a belief is conceptual in nature), but also has to grasp that the content of a belief is internally structured 

(e.g. understand the content of the belief “a is F” as lying at the intersection of two series of thoughts—on the one hand: a is 

F, that b is F, that c is F, and—on the other hand—that a is F, that a is G, that a is H). 

   (iv) Facing a problem in the IT, the child cannot make use of extentional knowledge (what is possible in the case of the 

FBT).  

OUR RESEARCH 
 

Research Questions 

(1) Does understanding that mental representations may be false involve understanding that mental representations are 

opaque/intensional?  

(2) Is passing False Belief Test a good predictor–relevant evidence that a person holds the knowledge that mental 

representations are opaque? 

Hypotheses 

H1. Understanding that beliefs may be wrong and false does not entail understanding that beliefs are opaque, i.e. that they 

have an aspectual profile. 

H2. Passing a False Belief Test does not warrant passing an Intensionality Test. 
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TRADITIONAL VIEW 
It was assumed that once children (a) are able detach a belief from reality, (b) distinguish desires from beliefs, (c) understand 

that beliefs are epistemically evaluated entities, (d) comprehend the difference between representing something and 

representing something as (e), and construct metarepresentations, etc., they possess intuitions captured by such 

philosophical notions as opacity (e.g. Gopnik, 1993; Mitchel, 1996; Perner, 1991). At the same time, it has been accepted  that 

if children pass a False Belief Test, their conceptual development is sufficiently advanced to have a developed or “full-blown” 

concept of belief (a fully-fledged theory of mind – inculuding the concept of intensionality, Rakoczy et all 2015 ).  

False Belief Test 
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Q: Which stickers will the person (identified by name, who has left and will 

come back) choose to stick onto the box? 

Intensionality Test 
The essence of intensionality test is translating <<opacity problem>> or ‘’Oedipus problem’’ in such a way as to make it 

suitable for studying children usually a situation is devised in which the protagonist of a story was made familiar with one of 

the descriptions of a given object, whereas the children examined also knew an alternative description or descriptions of a 

given object or person.  
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False Belief Test vs Intensionality Test  
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Comparison of FBT with IT  

There are statistically significant differences in children’s performance as regards age 

(χ2 = 20,192, df = 2, p < 0,001; Cramer’s V = 0,519). Age significantly correlates with 

correct answers to Q. 

The chi-square (2) test shows that differences among the groups are not statistically 

significant: 2 (2)=0,337; p=0,189. Age does not correlate with correct answers to Q;  

r=0,211, p<0,189; V=0,211.  

Differences in the performance on the FBT and the IT in all age 

groups put together are statistically significant (χ2(1) = 15,75,  

p < 0,001). Comparison of the performance in McNemar’s test on 

both tasks within each age category revealed statistically significant 

differences for 4-yr-olds (χ2(1) = 6,67, p < 0,01) and 5-yr-olds  

(χ2(1) = 6,75, p < 0,01). For 6-yr-olds, they are statistically insignificant 

(χ2(1) = 0).  

ADDITIONAL TESTS 
In order to reject the hypothesis that ITs are more difficult only due to extraneous performance factors (Rakoczy et al., 2015), 

or that they require specific metalinguistic awareness as a new competence (Kamawar et al., 2009), we introduce such 

modifications in both tests which would be a classic example of multiplication of names referring to the same object. The child 

had to choose from among 4 stickers, and not between 2, which is a standard choice. The assumption was made that the 

change was a classic example of multiplying names referring to the same object, which is a feature distinguishing the IT from 

the FBT: e.g., Venus is both the Morning Star and the Evening Star. It turned out that the introduction of multiple terms/labels 

referring to the same object did not significantly lower the level of performance on both the tests.  
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Additionally, we have conducted numerous other experiments in 

four age groups. Irrespective of a/ form of construction of test 

task, i.e. whether it is a task in which the child is shown various 

kinds of objects (a box of chocolates or a car) or a task in which the 

child is told a story, b/ a child’s form of responding, i.e. whether 

the child is requested to respond verbally or by choosing a sticker; 

c/ form of question, e.g. whether it is a first person question or a 

third person question the results from the Cochran’s Q test, show 

statistically significant differences in children’s efficiency of 

responding to questions in the FBT, and in the TI.  

ADDITIONAL RESEARCH 

OUR EXPLANATION OF THE TIME GAP BETWEEN FBT AND IT 


