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Discussion 

1. Our study is the first to establish the link 

between theory of mind and ingroup positivity 

among adults. 

2. The facet of theory of mind that relates to 

ingroup positivity is of a particular type, one 

based on SS2’s decoupling mechanism. 

3. ToM SS2 may be recruited by the sociomoral-

reasoning system to serve ingroup loyalty: 

allowing incongruence between one’s 

thoughts/feelings and one’s actions helps 

maintain positive everyday interactions with 

ingroup members. 

4. ToM SS2 partially mediates the relationship 

between Autism Spectrum Quotient scores 

and ingroup positivity, suggesting that indi-

viduals with autistic traits are poorer at 

decoupling, which in turn, as we showed, is 

associated with less positive relationships 

with ingroup members. 

Introduction 

• Theory of mind (ToM) refers to our ability to 

make sense of others’ actions by inferring the 

mental sates that underlie these actions. 

 

• At least two subsystems are involved in our 

ability to attribute mental states to others (e.g., 

Baillargeon, Scott, & He, 2010): 

 

• Subsystem-1 (SS1) allows us to attribute 

motivational states (e.g., intentions, goals) 

and informational states (e.g., knowledge, 

ignorance) in reality-congruent situations. 

 

• Subsystem-2 (SS2) involves a decoupling 

mechanism that can represent distinct 

versions of reality. SS2’s decoupling mech-

anism allows us to deal with reality-

incongruent situations such as false beliefs, 

pretense, sarcasm, and so on. 

 

• Past research (e.g., Baron-Cohen et al.,1985; 

Moran et al., 2011) has found that SS2 is 

impaired in individuals with autism, who have 

specific difficulties with social relationships. 

 

• Here we began to explore the link between 

SS2 and ingroup positivity (i.e. how well one 

maintains positive relationships with ingroup 

members). 

Participants. 243 undergraduate students (57% 

men, mean age = 19.74) completed a survey for 

course credit.  

Measures. The following measures were used. 
 

1. Ingroup positivity. We gave the participants 

a list of twelve ingroup examples (e.g., high 

school friends, relatives) and asked them which 

one(s) they belonged to. Next, the participants 

rated (a) how positively (vs. negatively) they 

thought, felt, or behaved toward the people in 

these groups; (b) how positively (vs. negatively) 

the people in these groups thought, felt, or 

behaved toward them; and (c) how positively 

(vs. negatively) they and the people in these 

groups interacted with each other. For simplicity, 

the three scores were averaged into a single 

index of ingroup positivity (α = .90). 

 

2. ToM SS1. We used Baron-Cohen et al.’s 

(2001) “Reading the Mind in the Eyes” test, 

which measures how well people decode the 

emotions of facial expressions. Example: 

 

 

 

 

3. ToM SS2: Participants read 36 vignettes 

depicting an interaction between a protagonist 

and ingroup members. The protagonist had an 

inner opinion that could harm ingroup positivity if 

expressed. For half of the vignettes, the pro-

tagonist decoupled less in his/her response; for 

the other half, the protagonist decoupled more. 

Participants rated the response on a 7-point 

scale (1 = very inappropriate, 7 = very appropriate). 
Example: 

 

 

 

 

 

The SS2 score was calculated by (MD – LD). 

 

4. Other variables. Autism Spectrum Quotient 

(AQ; Baron-Cohen et al., 2001) and self-

monitoring (SM; Snyder, 1974) were measured. 

Results 
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Both ToM SS1 and ToM SS2 were associated 

with ingroup positivity (Table 1). The association 

of SS2 (decoupling ability) was a large effect, η² 

= .17, and was much more reliable than SS1 

(Figure 1). This supports our Hypothesis 1. 

Variable  1  2  3  4  5 

 1. Ig Pos   --- 

 2. SS1  .16*   --- 

 3. SS2  .41***  .26***   --- 

 4. AQ -.35*** -.32*** -.22***   --- 

 5. SM -.01  .12 -.00 -.17**   --- 

Mean    3.72   25.79    2.26   18.06    3.16 

Std. Dev.    0.76    3.96    1.13    6.02    0.44 

ToM SS1 

ToM SS2 

 

Ingroup 

Positivity 

β = .39**** 

β = .06 n.s. 

Figure 1. SS2 Linked with Ingroup Positivity. 
 

Figure 2. SS2 mediated the relationship 

between Autism Quotient and Ingroup Positivity. 

Method 

• A primary function of SS2 is to maintain 

ingroup positivity: individuals decouple their 

actions from their thoughts/feelings when these 

would threaten ingroup positivity if expressed.  

Hypo 1. Adults who are better at judging 

whether individuals’ actions toward ingroup 

members are appropriately decoupled 

would have higher ingroup positivity. 

Hypo 2. This decoupling ability would 

mediate the relationship between Autism 

Spectrum Quotient scores and ingroup 

positivity. 

Table 1. Inter-correlations among Variables. 
 

Supporting our Hypothesis 2, ToM SS2 partially 

mediated the relationship between Autism 

Spectrum Quotient scores and ingroup positivity, 

Sobel’s z = -3.03, p < .01.  
 

Mary and Jack paint their house a new pastel color. They 

run into their neighbor Cheryl. Cheryl hates the new color. 

--Less Decoupling (LD): Cheryl says, “Frankly, I liked the old 

color a lot better.” 

--More Decoupling (MD): Cheryl says, “It’s sometimes nice 

to have a change, isn’t it?” 


