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Description of the research project and deliverables of the meeting

Following recent eye-tracking research on perspective-taking and false-belief reasoning
in adults (Keysar, Lin & Barr, 2003; Ferguson, Scheepers & Sanford, 2010; Rubio-
Fernandez & Glucksberg, under review), we propose to investigate the processes and
representations that underlie eye-movements in Theory of Mind tasks. Focusing on
those patterns of eye-movements that have been interpreted as evidence of an
‘egocentric bias” in adult false-belief reasoning, our primary aim is to test hypotheses
about which representations control eye-movements during comprehension of
narratives involving false beliefs. Our collaborative research should thereby contribute
to controversies concerning the nature and development of Theory of Mind cognition.

As planned, in this meeting we took the opportunity to discuss the results of an eye-
tracking experiment that I had run in Princeton a few months before. This was a false-
belief task for adults that tried to separate object location from action anticipation. In
previous eye-tracking studies we had observed that when adult participants are asked
to predict where Sally will look for her doll, they often first fixate on the box that
contains the toy. The question we tried to investigate in our follow-up study was
whether those ‘egocentric’ eye movements were driven by a low-level object bias, or
whether participants were making the wrong prediction about the protagonist’s
behavior.
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In the new version of the task, participants could see two doors and two containers in
the four corners of the screen. While we replicated the original findings, with more than
half the participants first fixating on the egocentric side of the screen (the one where the
participants knew the object was), their first fixations were almost perfectly split
between the door (action prediction) and the box (object location) on that side of the
screen.

When I ran this experiment in Princeton, I had tested a total of 42 participants, half in a
condition that included a central fixation point before the false-belief question and
another one without a fixation point. Unfortunately, having a fixation point made no
difference, and participants’” first fixations on the egocentric locations where split
between the action and object targets in both experimental conditions.

During our meeting we discussed at length the data and looked at the various analyses
that I had done previous to my visit. Unfortunately, none of the results revealed
significant results and so we decided to put the study ‘in the drawer’, as it
unfortunately happens, sometimes.

We also took the opportunity to discuss a new study in which we want to investigate
whether spatial indexing occurs in ordinary conversation. We designed a task in which
participants watch a video in which three characters interact. At some point in the
conversation, one of the characters makes reference to three places (corresponding with
three job offers that he has received) and points at the three glasses on the table as he
names them (e.g., ‘I have to choose between Warwick, UCL and Amsterdam’). The first
point of this study is to see whether participants’ eye movements reveal spatial
indexing when they have to respond to various follow-up questions (e.g., whether they
fixate on the ‘Amsterdam glass” when they have to respond ‘Amsterdam’). The second
aim of the study is to see whether visual perspective taking interacts with spatial
indexing. For example, if one of the characters couldn’t see one of the glasses on the
table (because her view was occluded by a menu card, for example), would this have an
effect on participants’ eye movements when responding to questions from that
character’s perspective?

Even though Steve Butterfill will be in Budapest until early next year, we have agreed
that Daniel Richardson and I will meet in London this term to set up and pilot this new
task in Daniel’s lab.
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