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Abstract
In recent years, theories of social understanding have moved away from arguing 
that just one epistemic strategy, such as theory-based inference or simulation consti-
tutes our ability of social understanding. Empirical observations speak against any 
monistic view and have given rise to pluralistic accounts arguing that humans rely 
on a large variety of epistemic strategies in social understanding. We agree with this 
promising pluralist approach, but highlight two open questions: what is the residual 
role of mindreading, i.e. the indirect attribution of mental states to others within this 
framework, and how do different strategies of social understanding relate to each 
other? In a first step, we aim to clarify the arguments that might be considered in 
evaluating the role that epistemic strategies play in a pluralistic framework. On this 
basis, we argue that mindreading constitutes a core epiststrategy in human social life 
that opens new central spheres of social understanding. In a second step, we provide 
an account of the relation between different epistemic strategies which integrates 
and demarks the important role of mindreading for social understanding.

1 Introduction

Humans are hyper-social beings who strongly rely on the ability to successfully 
interact with others. Across disciplines, researchers aim to develop an empirically 
adequate theory of how humans come to understand others. For a long time, theo-
ries of mindreading (also sometimes referred to as Theory of Mind Accounts) have 
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dominated the academic discussion. According to these, social understanding relies 
on the ‘indirect’ attribution of mental states to others, where mental states are some-
thing which cannot be directly perceived and must be inferred via theorizing (The-
ory Theory, TT) or simulation (Simulation Theory, ST). These accounts were criti-
cized by defenders of Interaction Theory (IT), who rejected mindreading in favor of 
an alternative more basic, interaction-based understanding of others.

More recently, there has been a move away from such unitary theories (either 
TT, ST, or IT) towards an explicitly pluralist approach, according to which sub-
jects use multiple epistemic strategies in understanding others (e.g. Andrews, 2017; 
Fiebich & Coltheart, 2015; Fiebich et  al., 2016; Newen, 2015; Spaulding, 2018). 
This movement is partly motivated by ontogenetic arguments (Coninx & Newen, 
2018; Newen, 2018): children acquire and unfold different epistemic abilities during 
development and the corresponding epistemic abilities remain in use, even after the 
acquisition of new epistemic strategies. Consequently, on pluralistic views, mind-
reading is considered to be one of several epistemic strategies used in social under-
standing. While pluralist theories commonly agree on this multiplicity of epistemic 
strategies, two central questions remain up for debate that we aim to address in more 
detail throughout this paper.

Firstly, what is the role of mindreading within a pluralist framework? Many plu-
ralist accounts place significant emphasis on the alternatives to mindreading, which 
are thought to be sufficient for most areas of social understanding. Given that mind-
reading is considered to be a particularly demanding strategy, there is a tendency to 
view mindreading as a back-up strategy which is used only in unusual circumstances 
where more reliable alternatives have failed (e.g. Fiebich et al., 2016). We will call 
this view unbalanced pluralism. In this paper, we will identity three criteria that 
are commonly given in the literature for thinking that mindreading may be a less 
important component of social understanding: frequency, centrality, and reliability. 
On this basis, we will argue in favor of what might be labeled as balanced pluralism. 
We accept the pluralist view, but argue that (1) the empirical evidence available for 
considering mindreading as less frequently used is not conclusive, (2) mindreading 
plays an important role in everyday cases of social understanding which are central 
to our life and in this sense is on a par with other epistemic strategies, and (3) that 
it is not clear that mindreading is inherently less reliable than alternative strategies. 
The different epistemic strategies should be seen as complementary rather than com-
peting approaches that are best used in conjunction.

Secondly, this leads us to the question how the different epistemic strategies are 
related to each other. Given that subjects use a plurality of epistemic strategies in 
order to successfully understand and interact with others, we need to account for the 
way in which these epistemic strategies are employed and combined in different set-
tings. Pluralists might provide a compelling story concerning the ontogenetic devel-
opment of different epistemic strategies, however, they usually lack a systematic 
explanation of which epistemic strategy will be employed by adult humans under 
varying conditions. Thus, what is missing is an account of how the different strate-
gies are combined within social understanding, which demands an account of how 
the results of different epistemic strategies used simultaneously are weighted and 
how they might affect each other.
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The paper proceeds as follows: in Sect. 2, we outline the main ideas of TT and ST 
as standard versions of unitary mindreading theories. On that basis, we briefly dis-
cuss the main objections that have motivated the adoption of a pluralistic view con-
stituting the background for our own account. In Sect. 3, we present three possible 
reasons for thinking that mindreading is of lesser importance within social under-
standing: the frequency argument, the centrality argument, and the reliability argu-
ment. We respond to these criticisms and argue that the approach of balanced plural-
ism proves more adequate in the light of the significant contribution of mindreading 
to everyday social understanding. In Sect. 4, we outline how the multiple epistemic 
strategies are employed and interact across different contexts. In the absence of con-
clusive empirical evidence, we characterize core constraints which allows us to elab-
orate on the special and important role of mindreading in the interaction with other 
types of social understanding. Finally, we summarize our results in Sect. 5.

2  Mindreading and Pluralism

2.1  Theory‑Theory and Simulation Theory

Traditional theories of mindreading assume that humans rely on the indirect attribu-
tion of mental states for social understanding: subjects explain or predict the behav-
ior of others by means of indirect mindreading strategies allowing them to ascribe 
mental states, such as beliefs, desires, attitudes, or emotions that are supposed to 
underly the other person’s behavior. This is alleged to be an essential part of social 
understanding, allowing us to obtain an understanding of others which we would 
not have based purely on consideration of behavior. Importantly, we cannot directly 
access the mental states of others in mindreading but we rely on additional cogni-
tive processes which allow us to infer or simulate such mental states. Mindreading 
is most prominently tested by the false belief task (Wimmer & Perner, 1983) which 
children begin to pass around the age of four (Wellman et al., 2001), demarcating an 
important development in their mindreading ability.1

There are two central theories of mindreading: TT and ST. According to TT, 
mindreading requires inference-making based on a folk psychological theory, i.e. 
a system of law-like generalizations that is used to infer the mental states of oth-
ers and derive their future actions. For example, Gopnik and Wellman (1992) argue 
that in ontogenetic development humans gradually develop a theory of mentalistic 

1 There is also some evidence that children can pass implicit false belief tasks at an earlier stage (Onishi 
& Balliargeon, 2005; Southgate et  al., 2007). However, these tasks are currently subject to replication 
concerns and there is debate as to whether these should be interpreted as providing evidence of mind-
reading or behaviour reading (e.g. Ruffman & Perner, 2005). While we have elsewhere argued that these 
tasks provide evidence of an important precursor of mindreading Newen & Wolf (2020), we will not 
draw on this here and work with the more stringent criterion of mindreading provided by the explicit 
false belief task. To clarify: mindreading need not result in ascriptions, such as ‘Person P believes/desires 
that X’ but it can also be tested by checking for adequate linguistic answers which are sensitive to false or 
perspectival information of the other.
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knowledge that relies on the same processes as scientific theories: children have 
expectations concerning the mental states of others, adjust the corresponding gen-
eralizations on the basis of new evidence, and thereby generate a coherent theoreti-
cal system that allows them to successfully engage in social understanding. Another 
version of TT by Baron-Cohen (1995) assumes that humans possess a specialized 
mindreading module that has been designed by natural selection for the indication of 
others’ mental states and that comes online at a certain stage of ontogenetic devel-
opment (without previously undergoing a process of expectation, falsification, and 
adjustment).

According to ST, we do not require a theory of interconnected mentalistic knowl-
edge to understand others. Instead, when humans explain and predict behavior, they 
simulate the internal states of others on the basis of their own experience-based 
knowledge (Goldman, 1989, 1992). Thus, humans model the beliefs, desires, atti-
tudes, or emotions of another person by projecting themselves into her situation 
while—according to Gordon’s version (1986, 1992)—they adjust the projection to 
the particular characteristics of the concerned person. TT and ST in their early ver-
sions are monistic accounts because, according to them, a specific type of mind-
reading is the sole basis of social understanding. The first move away from radical 
unitary accounts can be found in the claim that social understanding needs a hybrid 
account combining, for example, the dominant simulation strategy with theory-
based inferences in exceptional cases (Goldman, 2006). Nonetheless, even on the 
combined account, understanding others is still constrained to mindreading, i.e. the 
attribution of mental states, albeit carried out via two concrete strategies, and should 
therefore be considered a unitary account for our purposes.

Irrespective of their differences, traditional monistic theories share the view that 
only one main type of epistemic strategy is relevant for social understanding, namely 
those strategies of indirect mental state attribution that are based on cognitive pro-
cesses which allow us to infer or simulate the beliefs, desires, attitudes, or emotions 
that underly another person’s behavior. This might also include epistemic strategies 
developing after the age of 4, such second-order mindreading (Perner & Wimmer, 
1985). In this paper, we summarize all of these related abilities under the general 
cluster ‘mindreading’.

2.2  Direct Perception and Rule Projection

Theories of mindreading have mainly been criticized because they fail to account for 
less cognitively demanding epistemic strategies that subjects employ in social under-
standing. Such criticism has been partly motivated by ontogenetic considerations. 
From a relatively early stage, infants are able to socially interact with care-givers 
(Johnson, 2000; Reddy, 2008; Weinberg et al., 2008) in a way which suggests that 
they have some understanding of others’ mental states. At the same time, mindread-
ing is a fairly demanding ability which infants have not yet acquired although they 
already demonstrate systematic social behavior. For example, before the age of four 
children are able to interact with others and their environment in a coordinated and 
goal-directed manner and engage in joint attention (Gallagher & Hutto, 2008, 2008) 
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while still failing the false belief task which is used to assess mindreading. These 
social competences of infants in the absence of mindreading capabilities provide 
evidence for the existence of alternative epistemic strategies in social understanding.

Defenders of the traditional mindreading views need not be committed to deny-
ing that there are precursors of mindreading that young children make use of. These 
early abilities might underlie or develop into full blown mindreading abilities later 
on. Hence, ontogenetic arguments alone do not undermine theories of mindread-
ing. However, the core idea of most critiques is not merely that infants employ less 
cognitively demanding epistemic strategies in social understanding but that these 
alternative strategies remain in use and remain dominant throughout life, even 
after children have developed the capacities required for mindreading. Research-
ers have highlighted that theories of mindreading systematically underestimate the 
role played by direct interaction in social understanding (Gallagher, 2001, 2008, 
2020; Gallagher & Hutto, 2008, 2008).2 In many situations, we are not uninvolved 
observers that consider the behavior of others from a third-person perspective but 
we dynamically interact with them (Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2012; Schilbach et al., 
2013). Particularly in such situations, we do not need to rely on inference or simu-
lation-based mindreading because we can rely on cognitively less demanding and 
more direct epistemic strategies. There are two clusters of alternative strategies that 
are mainly highlighted by pluralists which we refer to as ‘Direct Perception’ and 
‘Rule Projection’.

First, in various social situations, we do not need to infer or simulate the mental 
states of others but we are able to directly perceive them based on social cues, such 
as facial expressions, eye gaze, body posture, gestures, or intonations (Gallagher, 
2008, 2020; Newen et al., 2015; Zahavi, 2011). The content of perceptual experi-
ences (Newen, 2017) or at least the content of so-called basic perceptual beliefs 
(Spaulding, 2015) is in itself rich enough to allow humans to access the mental 
states of others and to socially interact with them. For example, we can directly per-
ceive whether a person is angry based on her facial expression without simulating 
how oneself would feel in the respective situation. Similarly, when jointly carrying 
an object, we can interact based on gestures without inferring the intentions of one 
another based on theory-like generalizations. Direct perception seems to unfold its 
relevance especially in forms of online interaction, in which we take a second-per-
son perspective as an involved actor. Some forms of direct perception in the context 
of online interaction seem to be innate or very early developing (Gallagher, 2008; 
Reddy, 2008).

Second, in various social situations, we can directly anticipate others’ behavior 
and react accordingly without attributing mental states at all and instead projecting 
behavior rules. We can predict the behavior of others solely based on our knowl-
edge that people (both individuals or groups) follow certain social rules and show 

2 This critique was primarily driven by proponents of IT. While there are some unitary IT accounts 
which argue for direct perception and interaction as the only means of understanding others (e.g. Gal-
lagher, 2001), most IT accounts have now been developed into pluralist accounts (e.g. Gallagher & 
Hutto, 2008).
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behavioral regularities. Social interaction is often significantly shaped by norms, 
stereotypes, and social biases (Andrews, 2012; Spaulding, 2018) as well as by our 
expectations concerning the behavioral routines of an individual (Fiebich & Colt-
heart, 2015; Newen, 2015). For example, I might be able to predict in which man-
ner my mother is about to react in a situation without attributing beliefs, desires, or 
emotions by simply projecting her former behavioral pattern into the future. Given 
my stereotypes concerning taxi drivers, I can predict how they are about to line up 
without simulating how I would behave in the respective situation. Moreover, social 
rules can be related to typical behavioral scripts that persons follow within certain 
situations (Coninx & Newen, 2018; Newen, 2015). For example, I can interact with 
people in a restaurant without the need of a full-blown theory of interconnected gen-
eralizations concerning how people behave in such a context. We refer to this cluster 
of epistemic strategies as rule projection. It involves epistemic strategies which do 
not require the attribution of mental states but are instead predictions of behavior 
based on the expectation of following social rules or the rules of an established prac-
tice. Epistemic strategies belonging to this cluster emerge in ontogenetic develop-
ment when children learn to expect compliance with certain norms, natural or artifi-
cial, and protest against their violation (e.g. Rakoczy et al., 2008).3

At this point, one might argue that there is a third option besides direct perception 
and rule projection, namely the narrative strategy, according to which children learn 
to understand that people act for certain reasons through repeatedly encountering 
folk psychological stories. By habit and practice, these narratives enable children to 
internalize a loosely and non-logically connected set of shared rules and norms and 
to employ them in order to make sense of actions performed by others. This strategy 
is prominently argued for by Hutto and Gallagher (2008). It is unclear, however, 
how the narrative strategy is best understood. The critically relevant interpretation 
for us would be that narratives allow for an additional type of epistemic strategy 
different from mindreading.4 Narratives would allow for predictions of the other 

3 Traditionally, mindreading and direct perception are distinguished in terms of the perspective that we 
adopt towards the person whose behavior we aim to explain or predict. According to this view, we act as 
uninvolved observers when engaging in mindreading, while direct perception comes into play in situations 
in which we actually engage with others (e.g. Hutto, 2008). The description of this second- and third-
person nature, however, seems to primarily account for the paradigmatic situations in which we employ 
these epistemic strategies but are not definite of them. We may use mindreading as well as direct percep-
tion when watching another person in a train compartment and we can engage in both strategies when hav-
ing a conversation with a friend. This ambivalence between third-person and second-person also persists 
to some extent for the alternative epistemic strategies highlighted. Rule projection may occur both within 
a third- person and a second-person stance. In fact, it seems that we are in everyday life often dynami-
cally switching back and forth between a more spectatorial or engaged perspective using different kinds 
of epistemic strategies (see also Overgaard & Michael, 2015). We therefore do not want to focus overly 
on the distinction between these different perspectives. Thus, although traditional theories of mindreading 
themselves often emphasise the third-person nature of this approach, we do not want to commit ourselves 
to this. Mindreading, for our purposes, should be defined as the indirect attribution of mental states, no 
matter whether this attribution takes place from a spectatorial or interpersonal perspective.
4 Alternative possible interpretations are (1) that the narrative strategy is a means of acquiring mindread-
ing or (2) that the narrative strategy is a form of mindreading that it is based on a loosely connected set 
of rules. We can easily grant (1) as this would not impact our argument. Similarly, (2) would actually 
strengthen our argument by enriching the multiplicity of mindreading strategies.
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person’s behavior based on the rules, norms, and structures prescribed by the nar-
rative for the scenario. This interpretation is supported by the claim that understand-
ing others is not supposed to involve the designation of mental states but to rely on 
the exploitation of a “landscape of actions” (e.g. Gallagher & Hutto, 2008, p. 31). 
If narratives are understood in such a way, i.e. as providing behavioral regularities, 
then they would roughly do the same job as rule projection. This would also mean 
that our following analysis of rule projection strategies could be broadly applied to 
narrative strategies.

Gallagher and Hutto, however, particularly highlight that historical and situ-
ational aspects play an important role in the use of narratives, including background 
knowledge on an individual person or a certain group of people. However, as we 
will stress later on historical and situational aspects should not be viewed as alter-
natives to mindreading, but as components contributing to the background knowl-
edge enriching different epistemic strategies. Thus, the main argument for a special 
epistemic strategy of narrative understanding can be better characterized in terms of 
the role of narratives for acquiring and structuring background knowledge—and not 
as an independent epistemic strategy—that enables different forms of social under-
standing and reasoning via multiple epistemic strategies. In the remaining part of 
the paper, we therefore think that it is adequate to primarily focus on direct per-
ception and rule projection as the most relevant alternative epistemic strategies to 
mindreading.

2.3  Challenge of Pluralism

In light of these alternative strategies, various philosophers adopt a pluralistic view: 
humans employ multiple strategies to understand and successfully interact with oth-
ers, including theory-based inferences, simulation, direct perception, or rule pro-
jection. Given the evolutionary relevance of social understanding and the variety 
of contexts in which we depend on successful social interactions, humans do not 
merely rely on a single epistemic strategy (Coninx & Newen, 2018; Fiebich, 2015; 
Fiebich & Coltheart, 2015). Hence, social understanding and interaction are more 
complex and diverse than unitary mindreading theories make us believe (Newen, 
2015; Spaulding, 2018). At the same time, social understanding is not identical to 
basic interactions because there are more sophisticated epistemic strategies in use 
that allow us to ascribe mental states to others as described by TT and ST (Newen, 
2015).

Pluralist accounts of social understanding face two decisive challenges. First, if 
we accept a plurality of epistemic strategies, what role does mindreading play in 
social understanding, particularly in comparison to other epistemic strategies? Sec-
ond, in which relation do these different strategies stand to each other and when 
is a certain strategy activated in contrast to another, particularly with regard to 
adult humans to whom multiple strategies are available? We will address exactly 
these interconnected questions in the following two sections with the aim that they 
will jointly allow us to demonstrate the central role of mindreading in a pluralistic 
framework.



 J. Wolf et al.

1 3

3  Mindreading as a Core Epistemic Strategy

3.1  Three Arguments of (Un)Importance

What is the role of mindreading in a pluralist framework? In general, there seems 
to be a focus on the importance of the epistemic strategies of direct perception and 
rule projection in recent pluralist accounts. Historically, emerging as an alternative 
to the dominant mindreading accounts of TT and ST, it seems hardly surprising that 
the relevance of mindreading has often been neglected, with most of the attention 
dedicated to carving out the role of direct perception and rule projection and high-
lighting their significance in our everyday lives. Mindreading, however, seems to be 
allocated a more peripheral role as a backup strategy for unusual situations where 
the alternative strategies fail. While we agree that multiple epistemic strategies are 
in use in social understanding, we want to push back against the idea that mindread-
ing does not play an important role. Although not all advocates of pluralism may 
fully endorse unbalanced pluralism, there is a clear focus in the discussion on the 
importance of the alternatives and an explicit marginalization of mindreading by at 
least some authors. Our job in arguing for a balanced pluralism will therefore be to 
show where the importance of mindreading lies in a pluralist framework, and argue 
that this goes beyond being a mere back-up strategy for direct perception and rule 
projection.

Before engaging in concrete discussions concerning the (un)importance of mind-
reading in a pluralist account, some preliminary clarifications are needed. We need 
to identify and specify the possible kinds of arguments that might be put forward in 
order to determine which role an epistemic strategy plays in a pluralistic framework. 
So far, a clear systematization and discussion of such possible arguments is scarcely 
found in the literature. In the following, we therefore identify three types of argu-
ment that are more or less explicitly found in the literature pertaining to limit the 
role of mindreading within a pluralist framework:5

Frequency Argument: Mindreading is used less frequently in everyday life than 
the alternative strategies.
Centrality Argument: Mindreading is less central to human social cognition than 
the alternative strategies.
Reliability Argument: Mindreading is less reliable than the alternative strategies.

It should be noted that not all defenders of pluralism hold all of these criticisms 
of mindreading at the same time. For example, Andrews (2012) argues that mind-
reading is unreliable and used less frequently than alternative strategies, however, 
she does think that mindreading plays an important role for action explanation, even 
though it is not required for action prediction. Our primary goal is not to prove that 

5 This distinction of three possible arguments for or against the central role of mindreading has been 
introduced in Wolf & Coninx (2021) with the discussion of the corresponding arguments differing and 
complementing each other at key points.
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a particular author holds a particular position, but to show a general tendency in the 
debate regarding the role of mindreading in pluralistic theories and to identify rel-
evant arguments for this. This can hopefully provide the basis for further discussion 
regarding the role of different epistemic strategies, regardless of the position that an 
individual author might hold.

3.2  Frequency Argument

The frequency argument states that mindreading is used less frequently than alterna-
tive strategies in everyday interaction with other people. For example, as Gallagher 
outlines at length:

Of course, this is not to say that we never use conscious simulations or theoret-
ical inferences. It may be the case that confronted with some strange or unac-
countable behavior I do try to understand the other person by running a simu-
lation routine or by consciously making a folk-psychological inference. This 
type of process may also occur in specialized situations; for example, when we 
are playing poker, or practicing psychotherapy, or, as Overgaard and Michael 
(2015) suggest, on a first date. Just such instances are telling, however, since 
they are in fact special circumstances or specialized cases. Moreover, such 
cases tend to stand out in their rarity. (Gallagher, 2020, p. 81)

To provide an ultimately convincing argument that relies on the frequency of use 
one would need to define criteria of what exactly counts as “always used”, “mostly 
used”, “sometimes used”, or “rarely used”, for example.6 Based on this conceptual 
clarification, determining the frequency of an employed epistemic strategy would 
then be an empirical matter. However, it seems very difficult to clearly individuate 
different episodes of social understanding in a rigid manner, count them across vari-
ous real-life conditions, and evaluate them in relation to a pre-fixed benchmark of 
different frequencies of use.

Given these problems, most authors seem to rely on experiential evidence of eve-
ryday engagements in social understanding where we usually do not phenomenally 
experience ourselves as engaging in mindreading (e.g. Gallagher, 2020, pp. 80–82). 
This argument seems problematic in the absence of further empirical evidence, how-
ever, as the experienced frequency of mindreading may vary between individuals. 
Furthermore, it depends on the accuracy of introspection in detecting mindread-
ing which may not be given. Similar problems are found with regards to Fiebich 
et al.’s (2016) argument that mindreading is less frequently used because it is more 
demanding than alternatives and not required for the majority of our social interac-
tions. However, as we will show in the next section, the alternative strategies are 
perhaps more limited than some think. While we do not aim to argue that mindread-
ing is on the whole the most frequent, we do want to point out that the extent to 
which one encounters situations requiring mindreading is also subject to individual 

6 Thanks to one of the anonymous reviewers for stressing this point.
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variation and therefore empirical research would be necessary to determine how fre-
quent these situations actually are. This means that both the arguments provided are 
to some extent dependent on empirical verification.7

Currently, there is very little evidence on this issue. One exception are the studies 
of Malle et  al. (2005, 2007; Korman & Malle, 2016) which distinguish and com-
pare three types of explanation of behavior: (1) reason explanations, i.e. ascribing 
beliefs or desires as core causes of the agent’s action which can be classed as min-
dreading explanations, (2) causal history of reason explanations, i.e. referring to 
causal aspects external to the agent’s beliefs or desires (e.g. an agent’s disposition, 
personality, upbringing, culture, or context); and (3) enabling factor explanations, 
i.e. referring to those aspects that explain how it was possible that an agent’s inten-
tion turned into a successful action. The core result of the comparison is that reason 
explanations are the most frequently used type of the three across several studies 
cited above. This interpretation is defended in more detail by Peters (2021).

Taken together, there are remaining conceptual issues on how to define the rel-
evant frequency of use of different epistemic strategies in a pluralist framework and 
empirical issues on how to exactly measure such frequency. The current evidence 
base concerning the frequency argument against mindreading is far from conclusive 
and the rare empirical evidence may actually indicate the opposite. The available 
quantitative studies support our claim about a special role of mindreading but we 
grant that more empirical research is needed to clarify this feature. Even if we were 
to accept, for the sake of argument, that mindreading may in principle occur less 
frequently than the alternative strategies, this alone is no convincing argument to 
consider mindreading less important than alternatives. For the remaining part, we 
will therefore address the other two arguments.

3.3  Centrality Argument

Our main target will be to argue for the importance of mindreading in reply to the 
centrality argument. That is, we argue that mindreading is a core epistemic strat-
egy within social understanding because various spheres of our social life are only 
accessible via mindreading. While these situations may not be the most frequent, 
they are particularly central to our existence as human beings. Unlike the frequency, 
determining the centrality of an epistemic strategy is not a quantitative matter: it is 
a question of which situations of human life matter most to us. At least in some plu-
ralist accounts we find authors drawing on intuitively central cases of social under-
standing and arguing that mindreading is not required for these:

7 As an additional strand in the frequency argument, one might argue that mindreading is only employed 
when we take a spectatorial stance while we mostly engage with others from a second-person perspective 
(e.g. Hutto, 2008, p. 13). Although mindreading is not only employed from a third-person perspective, it 
surely is when we do so (for more detail see footnote 3). This alone is, however, not sufficient to deter-
mine the frequency of mindreading. For example, Overgaard and Michael (2015) have indicated that the 
spectatorial perspective is not unnatural for us: otherwise it would be hard to explain why we watch real-
ity TV or talk about others, preferably when they are absent.



1 3

Rethinking Integration of Epistemic Strategies

In general, pluralist approaches contend that third-person mental state attribu-
tions that may involve theory or simulation do not lie at the heart of every-
day social understanding and often come into play peripherally in ambiguous 
or unfamiliar contexts that make individuals puzzles about the other person’s 
behavior. (…) Other factors such as trading second-person narratives; being 
sensitive to environmental contexts, norms, habits, social conventions; and 
having knowledge of character traits of familiar individuals are far more cen-
tral. (Fiebich et al., 2016, p210)

Our approach to this will be twofold: firstly, we will present a number of prototypi-
cal situations of social understanding where we argue that mindreading is neces-
sary. We will primarily refer to examples that various authors, including those that 
seem to oppose our view, accept as cases of mindreading. Thus, our aim is not pri-
marily to show that these are cases of mindreading, but that they are far more cen-
tral to our social life than assumed. Secondly, we will consider the case of people 
with disorders impairing their mindreading abilities and provide evidence that this 
impacts their social understanding. While evidence from people with disorders is 
often difficult to interpret conclusively, taken together with the previously discussed 
examples we think that they provide an indication in a similar direction and at least 
show a potential area where the centrality of mindreading could be further assessed 
empirically.

3.3.1  Three Central Cases of Social Understanding

Our argument for the centrality of mindreading requires two steps. In a first step, we 
must show that the alternative strategies to mindreading are limited and that there-
fore there are situations in which mindreading is required. The second step then is to 
show that these situations are in fact central to human life. Evaluating the centrality 
of an epistemic strategy is not merely an empirical matter but depends on what we 
consider important for us as human beings. With the following examples we hope to 
illustrate that our social life would be substantially different with respect to some of 
its core aspects if we could only rely on direct perception and rule projection.

In the previous section, we saw that pluralists offer two main clusters of alter-
natives to mindreading: more direct means of perceiving the other’s mental states 
which do not require inference or simulation and forms of rule projection which 
allow us to predict another person’s behavior without attributing mental states to 
them at all. However, the corresponding epistemic strategies, taken on their own, are 
quite limited.

It has long been considered uncontroversial that we are able to directly perceive 
mental states like basic emotions such as anger and fear or basic intentions such 
as changing direction. If we have sufficient background information, for example, 
if we know the context and the person in question, we might be able to engage in 
smart direct perception allowing for access to more complex feelings and intentions 
(Gallagher, 2008). Still, these direct forms of social understanding provide only lim-
ited access to more complicated thoughts and affective entanglement and are neces-
sarily limited to the respective scenario, leaving many crucial situations of social 
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understanding uncovered. The same is true of rule projection strategies which do not 
involve the attribution of mental states but only behavior prediction in line with cer-
tain rules applicable in the relevant situation. For example, with the rule projection 
strategy, I can only predict that a soccer player who has a bad fall will scream out 
loudly and hold their knee, but not what their mental state will be. Rejecting min-
dreading in favor of rule projection strategies leaves us either with a rather radical, 
almost behaviorist stance or, in combination with direct perception, it allows at best 
for registering fairly simple mental states according to rules in the concrete situation 
but excludes flexibility in our interpretation of the behavior of those who we aim to 
understand.

It might be argued that this is not a problem for defenders of unbalanced plural-
ism, as they do allow that mindreading plays a role in extraordinary circumstances. 
However, as we shall see, such circumstances often characterize central situations of 
social understanding. In what follows we shall therefore discuss some key examples 
of situations in which mindreading is required and argue that—while they may not 
be the most frequent—they are nonetheless central situations of human social under-
standing. We will concentrate on three types of cases that are commonly accepted as 
requiring mindreading (see prominently Gallagher, 2001, p. 92): (1) cases in which 
the behavior of a person is deviating from the expected, puzzling, and/or suspicious, 
(2) cases in which we engage with someone we are not (yet) familiar with, and (3) 
cases in which we talk or think about an absent person.

First, epistemic strategies of direct perception and rule projection fail as soon as 
a social situation becomes more complex and variable, but this complexity and vari-
ation is almost unavoidable in certain cases of social interaction (see also Wolf & 
Coninx, 2021). Imagine a couple having dinner after work. Direct perception might 
be sufficient for the husband to recognize that his partner has something on his 
mind, but mindreading is required to consider the exact reasons for the partner’s 
behavior. Direct perception tells us that something is wrong but we need mindread-
ing to determine what is wrong. Rule projection cannot replace this, since this is 
about understanding the mental states of a specific individual in a concrete life situ-
ation whose behavior might deviate from the known general rules of behavior, even 
from the typical behavior of the respective person themselves. That is, mindreading 
comes into play here as rule projection has failed and direct perception comes to its 
limits.

It is readily allowed by some defenders of pluralist views that such situations in 
which we are presented with unexpected or puzzling behavior of others do in fact 
require mindreading (Gallagher, 2020). What might be more controversial is the 
question of whether such situations are central to social understanding. For exam-
ple, romantic couples may strive to adjust their behavior to make themselves better 
mutually understandable which would in principle reduce the necessity for mind-
reading.8 In the example given above the problem may not lie in lacking comprehen-
sibility, but rather that more detail is required than the alternative strategies allow 
for. Direct perception and rule projection might only function as indicators that 

8 Thanks to one of the anonymous reviewers for stressing this point.
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further investigation is needed. Still, it might seem that such situations do not neces-
sarily demand for mindreading as the husband in the previous scenario could sim-
ply ask his partner what is wrong. What this ignores, however, is that there may be 
situations in which the other person does not want to be comprehensible, for exam-
ple, because they are embarrassed and do not want to share their problems. A more 
extreme example of this would be cases of outright deception, but even where no 
malice is concerned we may intentionally or unintentionally fail to increase compre-
hensibility. In these situations, direct questions are also unlikely to bring clarity.

What makes mindreading central for these situations is not that we are always dis-
trusting of the other or trying to go beyond what the other person is directly making 
available to us, but rather that we have the potential to go beyond this. Mindreading 
allows us to have an understanding of others that goes beyond their straightforward 
behavior or directly perceivable mental states and it means that we are not naïve 
victims of social interaction.9 Even if humans mostly act cooperatively in everyday 
life, the cases in which we don’t are often of utter relevance. These are not just cases 
of poker games in which we seek to understand the mental states that others aim 
to hide. The potential to go beyond the immediately given might come into play in 
critical moments of a relationship (e.g. aiming to care for another person when they 
are unable or unwilling to explicitly share their feelings) or areas where it can be 
dangerous for our physical well-being or socio-economic status if we are not able 
to protect ourselves from deception (e.g. a colleague who tricks us to get promoted 
faster, a partner who cheats on us, or a person who tries to cause us financial or 
physical harm).

Second, mindreading is often argued to be used in novel situations, as the alter-
native strategies come to a limit when the other person is very different to us or 
behaves in an unfamiliar manner (see also Fiebich et  al., 2016; Gallagher, 2020; 
Hutto, 2008). A common example given is that of people who come from differ-
ent cultures or suffer from disorders impairing abilities of social interaction. Here it 
might rightly be objected that such scenarios are quite unusual, although becoming 
more frequent in our increasingly globalized world and integrative society.10 How-
ever, we also need to employ mindreading when getting to know a new person, espe-
cially in contexts where we need to evaluate whether we would like to maintain a 
long-term relationship. This might include situations such as a date, a social event at 
a friend’s place, or meeting a new work colleague. In the situations just mentioned, 
we usually do not only aim for smooth interaction in the very situation but we also 
want to understand and predict the behavior of the person in the future. Therefore, 
we are interested in getting to know the world view, life goals, or emotional depth 
of a person which requires the ascription of mental states, such as beliefs, desires, 
or non-basic emotions. To reach this aim, we need mindreading: With direct per-
ception we can only register basic emotions and goal-directed actions in the very 

9 This might even apply if we are not good at detecting deception, as our point is that mindreading is the 
only strategy to successfully prevent deception, provided that we detect it in the first place.
10 These types of situations also extend to children, whose behavior differs from ours (for more detail see 
Wolf & Coninx, 2021).
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situation. Furthermore, with rule projection in combination with knowledge about 
certain social role we might be able to develop some expectations about convention-
based behavior which improves our social interaction. These expectations, however, 
remain still underdetermined for many situations in which we aim to gain knowledge 
about a particular person, including their unique beliefs, desires, non-basic emo-
tions, and so forth. If we can use mindreading, we actually do so because the benefit 
of improving predictions of behavior, especially concerning individual differences 
and predictions going beyond the immediate situation is so significant.

Overgaard and Michael (2015) have recognized two important features of such 
situations which highlight the relevance of mindreading. First, it is often inappropri-
ate to constantly ask about how a person is feeling or what they are thinking in such 
situations. Second, these kinds of situations in which we get to know a new person 
are not cases in which the other strategies have failed: mindreading is not the back-
up for direct perception or rule projection but the default strategy to set up relation-
ships. Only mindreading enables us to understand others with respect to their future 
related plans, intentions, and goals. When getting to know someone, especially with 
regard to those people who are important to us, we are particularly interested in 
the other person as an individual going beyond the here and now. This individual-
ized approach which allows us to learn substantial new things about another person 
including their mental states is something which we require mindreading for. Inter-
estingly it is granted by some critics of the centrality of mindreading that these situ-
ations require mindreading (Gallagher, 2001, 2020), the question is whether these 
cases are central to our social lives, independent of their exact frequency. In our 
view, getting to know new people and deciding who we want to engage with in long-
term relationships are critical scenarios of our social lives in personal and profes-
sional contexts which may become central turning points in our lives.

Third, we necessarily engage in mindreading when talking about an absent third 
person; for example, when deliberating with our siblings about the birthday present 
for our parents. It seems that if we need to take a third-person perspective in deal-
ing with the mental states of others, mindreading is the only strategy available to us. 
While we might accept that these are cases of mindreading, one might still doubt 
whether these cases are more than peripheral to our social lives (e.g. Hutto, 2008, 
p. 13). However, it seems hard to imagine that we do not speak about other people 
in the third person at key moments and attribute certain mental states to them. For 
example, we might talk to our siblings about what kind of gift would make our par-
ents the happiest, we might talk to other employees about which applicant would be 
the best fit for the company, or we might talk to a friend about what another friend 
must have thought and felt at the party yesterday in order to explain their unusual 
behavior.

Further, it seems important to note that we do not only engage in mindreading 
from a third-person perspective when talking about someone, but also when we 
think about what someone else would think or feel if we behaved in a certain way. 
Especially where people who are important to us are concerned, our engagement 
with them and their interests does not only take place when we are interacting with 
them directly, but also when they are absent. It seems to be an important part of gen-
erating and maintaining relationships that we think about how our behavior affects 
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others and we adjust it accordingly. This might range from cases as mundane as 
wondering whether a friend will be happy about a gift, to thinking about how a part-
ner will feel about a particular life choice we make.

Finally, it should be noted that in these cases the other epistemic strategies do not 
seem to break down, but mindreading allows us to tap into a different social sphere 
in which we can consider the mental states of others in their absence. Direct percep-
tion does not seem to help and rule projection is also of limited use as it is precisely 
the specific mental states of a person that are being considered rather than merely 
their obvious behavior. Again, one might object that the person in question could of 
course be asked about their mental states. However, we may not want to do this in 
many cases, either because we want to surprise the concerned person, or because we 
want to decide first whether to tell a person about an issue, or because it would be 
against social conventions.

3.3.2  Down Syndrome

As a second line of argument, we aim to outline the importance of mindreading in 
reference to subjects whose abilities in this area are impaired. If mindreading is used 
solely in rare exceptional cases, restrictions in mindreading abilities should have no 
significant impact on the social understanding and interaction of concerned subjects. 
As we shall see, there is quite some evidence that individuals with impaired mind-
reading abilities are also limited in their social understanding. Classically, autism 
is used as an example of people who lack mindreading abilities and therefore dis-
play significant social impairment. However, the evidence in this regard is less clear, 
especially as people with high functioning autism seem capable of some kind of 
mindreading (Luckett et al., 2002; Schuwerk et al., 2015). It is interesting, however, 
to contrast this with cases of Down Syndrome, which have received less attention in 
philosophical debate.

Like other people with intellectual disabilities, people with Down Syndrome 
show significant deficits in complex social tasks related to mindreading (e.g. 
Thirion-Marissiaux & Nader-Grosbois, 2008). This is particularly salient in tasks 
requiring the adoption of different points of view on the same situation, such as in 
visual perspective taking. At the same time, people with Down Syndrome are often 
perceived as very sociable. At first glance, this case study therefore appears to con-
firm the minor role of mindreading posited by defenders of unbalanced pluralism: 
people with Down Syndrome often have an outgoing personality, show basic emo-
tional sensitivity and empathy, and in direct interaction with others they typically 
perform emotionally expressive behavior, providing the basis for successful interac-
tions in multiple everyday situations (Fidler et al., 2008).

People with Down Syndrome are normally not able to develop a situationally 
independent social understanding accounting for others’ deviating intentions or 
long-term plans as this understanding requires perspective taking, mental time travel, 
and executive planning. At the same time, we see that people with Down Syndrome 
show limitations in the generation and maintenance of social interactions. First, peo-
ple with Down Syndrome are restricted in their ability to attribute thoughts, prefer-
ences, and intentions different from their own, especially when they are unfamiliar 
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with the person in question (Giaouri et al., 2010). This carries the risk of inappro-
priate interactions with others, such as approaching strangers in an indiscriminate 
manner (Porter et al., 2007). Second, it seems more difficult for people with Down 
Syndrome to lie to or manipulate others, as can be seen in their poorer performance 
in deception taks (Amadó et al., 2016). Third, against common assumptions, people 
with Down Syndrome often struggle to develop sustained friendships with others 
(Cebula et al., 2010; Wishart, 2007).

Most convincing evidence for our purpose would be provided by studies that con-
trol for the deficits of people with Down Syndrome with regard to different epis-
temic strategies. Unfortunately, such studies do not exist, at least to our knowledge. 
Moreover, we are aware that a strict distinction between impairments with respect 
to different epistemic strategies of social understanding is hardly possible. These 
often go hand in hand and are conditioned and amplified by more general cognitive 
and motoric impairments (e.g. Cebula et al., 2010). For example, there are deficits 
in more basic social competences. People with Down Syndrome show difficulties 
in recognizing and adapting their behavior in response to facial expressions, espe-
cially associated with fear and anger (Cebula et  al, 2010; Goldman et  al., 2018; 
Wishart, 2007). An inappropriate approach to strangers may be fostered by difficul-
ties in direct emotion recognition as well as mindreading (Porter et al., 2007). Thus, 
it would be inadequate to characterize basic social understanding as protected from 
deficits altogether, although these abilities are sufficient insofar as they enable an 
adequate short-term, situation bound social interaction.

Our aim is not to show that the impairments in the case of Down Syndrome pro-
vide the ultimate evidence for the social cognition of neuro-typical people. Moreo-
ver, we are aware that the current empirical basis is not fully conclusive. However, 
we think that the available data provide an indication for a potentially promising 
area of research where the centrality of mindreading can be assessed empirically. 
The case of Down Syndrome indicates that the inability to attribute mental states to 
others, which seems to be most affected, is at least related to the inaccessibility of 
central spheres of social understanding. In particular, this concerns the initiating and 
maintenance of long-term relationships which seem to require a deeper understand-
ing of the other person. Further, this affects the recognition of intentions that others 
may try to hide from us or the manipulation and deception of others—aspects that 
are often neglected and that we have highlighted as central in the previous section.

Taken together, the examples in Sects.  3.2.1 and 3.2.2 show that mindreading 
does not only occur in the periphery of our everyday life social understanding. We 
do not assume that mindreading is the only epistemic strategy used in many pro-
totypical situations without also making use of forms of direct perception or rule 
projection. However, mindreading is central to our social lives. It comes into play in 
critical situations when direct perception and rule projection have failed (e.g. decep-
tion) and it opens up new social spheres that would otherwise not be accessible (e.g. 
when getting to know new people or deliberating about their mental states when not 
directly engaging with them). Although they may be less frequent, these situations 
prove central to the generation and maintenance of personally and professionally 
significant relationships.
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3.4  Reliability

The reliability argument is the last argument which is often raised against mindread-
ing, claiming that it is unreliable and therefore cannot be the strategy which usually 
underlies our social understanding:

A second reason to reject the idea that we typically attribute beliefs to others 
in order to predict their behavior is that attributing beliefs isn’t a very accurate 
way of predicting behavior—and we are pretty good at predicting quotidian 
human behavior. (Andrews, 2017, 119)
That is, we may be forced to make third-party predictions and explanations of 
actions precisely in the sort of cases in which we do not know what to expect 
from others or when we cannot engage with them directly. But, for this very 
reason, these sorts of approaches are bound to be, on the whole, much less reli-
able than our second-person modes of interaction. (Hutto, 2008, p13)

When it comes to reliability, as with frequency, we face conceptual as well as empir-
ical issues (see also Wolf & Coninx, 2021). First, it may seem hard to precisely 
define when something counts as reliable in terms of an exact number of how often 
an epistemic strategy needs to be successful rather than unsuccessful. Second, as 
Westra (2020) has argued, we do not currently have any good means of assessing 
the reliability of mindreading: the only way in which we can assess the reliability of 
mindreading (especially for more complex mental states) is by determining whether 
it fits with self-report. There are serious concerns about the reliability of self-reports 
of mental states, however, which make this assessment problematic. Does this mean 
that nothing can be said about the reliability of epistemic strategies at all? Not neces-
sarily. Andrews (2017) and Hutto (2008) provide reliability arguments that are based 
on more general theoretical principles and thus avoid the previous conceptual and 
empirical challenges. It is these criticisms we focus on in the following discussion.

First, Andrews (2017, p. 119) argues that there is no one-to-one relation between 
mental state and behavior. This means that a multitude of predictions would be com-
patible with a given behavior and in light of these many possibilities the accuracy of 
mindreading is likely to be low. The alternative strategies of direct perception and 
rule projection are, however, equally subject to these limitations, meaning that min-
dreading is no worse off than the alternative strategies. There is no one-to-one cor-
respondence between bodily cues and a certain mental state to be directly perceived 
or between a certain interactive situation and a certain rule or norm to be employed.

Direct perception is limited to superficial and basic properties and the same facial 
expression, gesture, body posture, or intonation might be associated with multiple 
mental states. For example, seeing someone smiling in many cases does not pro-
vide a reliable indicator for joy given that smiling is considered as an expression 
of politeness in many cultures or used in sales contexts to communicate approach-
ability. Similarly, rule projection strategies struggle with individual and contextual 
differences. Norms concerning social groups or situations might lead to errors due 
to the fact that people do not always adhere closely to the correspondingly predicted 
behavioral patterns and behavioral patterns may vary substantially between different 
people. That is, the same situation might require interaction in relation to multiple 
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norms or scripts. Engaging with a certain person, we might rely on rule projection 
concerning their profession, concerning the situational script, concerning the social 
norms we have developed for such individuals, and so forth.

Second, Hutto (2008, p. 13) argues that mindreading is less reliable because it is 
employed in those cases in which we have no information from direct perception and 
have little background on what to expect. While we agree that we must rely on min-
dreading in such situation and that the corresponding indirect ascription of mental 
states might be quite error-prone, this does not tell us anything about the reliability 
of mindreading as such. The reliability of all epistemic strategies equally depends on 
various factors, including the reliability of the background knowledge. For example, 
direct perception often depends on our knowledge of important background infor-
mation and it is only as reliable as this background information. For example, if we 
see someone crying while having missed the preceding marriage proposal, we might 
erroneously think that the person is sad even though the reverse is true. One could 
argue that direct perception and rule projection prove to be much more reliable if 
we have access to more information. This is true, but the same might be in principle 
true of mindreading. There are less misunderstandings based on mindreading if we 
know the person we aim to understand well or have information about the situation 
they are in.

Taken together, the first impression that mindreading is less reliable than other 
epistemic strategies may be simply that we use this strategy especially in conditions 
where we can rely on little background knowledge, for example, when we meet a 
new person and need to gain information on such person in the first place. However, 
this does not mean that the low reliability is due to mindreading itself. Moreover, as 
we have outlined before, there are different cases in which mindreading is employed 
and, so far, we lack a convincing reason that mindreading in itself is unreliable in 
all these different cases. Thus, the criticism by Hutto seems to rely on a too narrow 
understanding of when mindreading comes into play.

Finally, we want to highlight that all epistemic strategies are likely to have their 
limitations given the multiplicity of social situations they might be applied to. All 
of them can suffer from relatively low reliability when taken on their own. One cen-
tral idea of some pluralist approaches is not only that there are different epistemic 
strategies in social understanding but that they are complementary and reciprocally 
interacting strategies that are often simultaneously used (Spaulding, 2018; Westra, 
2019a). This interplay between the different epistemic strategies may allow for an 
increased overall reliability but, more importantly, what this indicates is that mind-
reading should not be seen primarily as an alternative to other epistemic strategies, 
but as a component used in conjunction with them. Of course, there may be some 
scenarios where we really are just interested in online interaction or behavioral pre-
diction or mindreading. However, it might seem plausible that social cognition is 
most effective when the different epistemic strategies are combined and we flexibly 
switch between them depending on the requirements of the situation.

Having thus argued that mindreading has an important role in a pluralist frame-
work, the remaining part of the paper will strive to provide a more structured 
approach to the question when the respective epistemic strategies are employed 
and how they interact with each other. This allows us to further elaborate on the 
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important role of mindreading in the interaction with other types of social under-
standing and provides support for the previously outlined assumption that the dif-
ferent epistemic strategies are not to be primarily studies in isolation but in their 
integration.

4  The Role of Mindreading in Balanced Pluralism

In the following, we aim to present a theoretical framework that allows us not only 
to grant a plurality of epistemic strategies, but also to answer pressing questions 
about when these strategies are activated and how they interact to enable a flexi-
ble understanding of others. In order to develop our idea, we first argue that social 
understanding requires an integration of epistemic strategies and background infor-
mation. This can be systematized along three central and idealized types of social 
understanding resulting from the combination of the previously introduced clusters 
of epistemic strategies with the kinds of background knowledge typically employed 
(Sect.  4.1). Subsequently, we describe the dynamical role of these types of social 
understanding in the context of bottom-up and top-down activation (Sect.  4.2). 
Thereby, we aim to account for the flexible change between and combination of the 
different types of epistemic strategies and background knowledge enabling humans 
to reliably understand and interact with others, once again highlighting the impor-
tant role that mindreading plays in social understanding.

4.1  Idealized Types of Social Understanding

Social understanding involves the employment of at least one epistemic strategy 
from the three clusters previously introduced: direct perception, rule projection, or 
mindreading. However, in order to characterize different types of social understand-
ing, it appears important to not only refer to these clusters of epistemic strategies 
but to also consider different types of central background knowledge that feed into 
our understanding of others. Independent of the epistemic strategy employed, we 
rely intensely on prior knowledge about situational requirements, social roles, and 
individual subjects in order to develop and execute the relevant strategy.11 In the 
literature we find three idealized types of structured background knowledge, namely 
(1) situation models, (2) groups models, and (3) person models.12

11 This idea has been defended in more detail in Newen (2018) and Coninx & Newen (2019). Therein, 
two basic background models are distinguished: situated models and person models, where person mod-
els can apply both to social status groups or individual person. In this paper, these two kinds of person 
models will be kept separately labeled as group or person models where the latter focuses on individuals 
only.behavioral regularities of an individual
12 The models of situations, groups, and persons also unfold ontogenetically and they are systematically 
enriched by new information received. Thus, these models are not rigid but dynamically developing, fos-
tering flexible and reliable social understanding and interaction based on accumulated social experiences 
(Coninx & Newen, 2019).
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Situation models integrate information about prototypical situations and include 
expectations about patterns of behavior regularly performed in these situations. In 
combination with direct perception, we receive a perception-situation understand-
ing of others which is already implemented by taking and handing over an object 
in a minimally cooperative context. We understand the other as taking over a basic 
situational role, e.g. being the one who hands over an object, and interact with them 
by directly perceiving each other’s behavioral intentions. If we combine situation 
models with the epistemic strategy of rule-projection, then we receive a rule-situa-
tion understanding which is typically realized as forms of interaction along behav-
ioral scripts: we engage with others by predicting their behavior in line with the 
relevant rules (e.g. rules for visiting a restaurant). The third option is to engage in 
mindreading-situation understanding. For example, in the example of the injured 
soccer player (see Sect. 3), we need mindreading along with background knowledge 
concerning their delicate situation to understand that the person is not only in pain 
but also in a state of intense fear.

We have described the three idealized cases of combining situation models with 
three types of epistemic strategies. The same flexible combination is possible with 
respect to the other kinds of background knowledge. Group models integrate infor-
mation that is typically associated with a certain group of people instantiating a 
specific social role (e.g. taxi drivers, school teachers, lawyers). For example, this 
includes background expectations concerning the behavior that persons of the rel-
evant group are supposed to show (e.g. how school teachers interact with pupils and 
with parents). Person models integrate characteristics of specific individuals, such as 
their regular behavior (e.g. to do sports every Monday) as well as their mental states 
(e.g. specific preferences, emotions, moods, beliefs, desires).13 Social understanding 
typically relies on the employment of an epistemic strategy in conjunction with prior 
knowledge about relevant situations, groups, and individual subjects. This gives rise 
to a variety of types of social understanding resulting from the combination of cer-
tain types of epistemic strategies with certain types of background knowledge, as 
shown in Table 1.

To simplify the presentation and discussion of the plurality of types of social 
understanding, we highlight three idealized types of social understanding which 
result from the combination of one cluster of epistemic strategies with one dominant 
type of background knowledge (see also [authors]).

Perception-Situation Understanding: This idealized type of social understanding 
is realized by direct perception. Epistemic strategies in this cluster often correlate 
with the activation of simple situation models which involve short behavioral pro-
grams triggering adequate complementary action or basic coordinated cooperation 
within a particular situation based on the perception of basic mental states or motor 

13 For our purposes we can leave it open how exactly the relation between behavioral regularities of an 
individual and their mental states should be spelled out. Furthermore, person models and group mod-
els typically have overlapping contents because much of what we know about a person are social group 
roles, e.g. we know that a person is a medical doctor and a parent of two children. Thus, we expect typi-
cal features of their mindset, namely that they like to heal people or that they love their children. Further-
more, we may know individual mindset features, e.g. that they like modern art.
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intentions (e.g. handing over an object, jointly carrying an object, or shaking hand). 
These simple situation models might be available from early on in childhood. How-
ever, this type of social understanding can only be effective in simple and highly 
standardized contexts in which deviations and individual differences are not decisive 
for the success of interaction.

Rule-Group Understanding: This second idealized type of social understanding 
concerns the expectation that others follow rules which are constitutive for mem-
bers of a certain group according to a group model (Newen, 2015). For example, 
when we are introduced to another person as a school teacher, we expect her to act 
according to her social role as a school teacher in the classroom (e.g. teaching, giv-
ing homework, running exams) and, in addition, we assume that she acts in a par-
ticular manner in other situations as well (e.g. talking about school or educating peo-
ple about certain topics). Hence, we activate our stereotypes of school teachers and 
expect the relevant person to act according to the behavioral profile which consti-
tutes these stereotypes and interpret their behavior according to these rules.

Person-Mindreading Understanding: The person model of an individual sub-
ject entails a large unity of integrated information about such an individual subject 
including physical properties like body height, weight, perceptual information con-
cerning, for example, the face, as well as information concerning stable social rela-
tions or the cognitive profile of the person. When we are interested in understanding 
a particular human as an individual person, there is a contextually relevant part of 
the extended person model which is especially important, namely information con-
cerning the life plans, hopes, desire, emotions, and beliefs which we may call the 
mindset of the relevant person in a certain social embedding relative to a situation. 
This activation enables us to attribute an unconventional set of beliefs, desires, and 
other mental states, such that we can explain and predict the behavior of the per-
son, even if this behavior deviates from our expectations related to a social role, 
for example. The combination of mindreading and mindset is important not only 
because background knowledge of mindset is often used in conjunction with mind-
reading, but also because it is mindreading that initially allows us to determine the 
individual mindset of a person. This is the case for colleagues at work, friends, or 
family members. In all these cases, we need mindreading to create and update a tell-
ing mindset of a person that we aim to understand and interact with over a longer 
time period in order to lead healthy relationships with a partner or to cooperate in a 
professional context, particularly in our digitalized society (see Sect. 3).

It is important to highlight that these are three idealized types of social under-
standing which are often used in parallel and with some intertwinement. We explic-
itly allow and expect that several types of social understanding are used at once. We 
use all information available in a situation in order to come up with the best possible 
social understanding. For example, in one and the same dinner situation, we can 
understand the behavior of the people involved making use of situation-perception 
understanding which allows us to perceive that one person is angry and not talk-
ing to others as well as of group-rule understanding which enables us to notice that 
after an opening toast all guests have to shortly introduce themselves to the table. 
On this basis, we might start to also activate the relevant person models for groups. 
Furthermore, we rely on person-mindreading understanding if we get involved in a 
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conversation with our direct neighbor at the table: we activate a person model for the 
very individual including information about the person’s plans for upcoming sum-
mer and the like and ascribe certain mental states based, for example, on theorizing 
what a person with such plans might think or hope for. This illustrates that in many 
situations we can rely on all or at least more than one of these types of social under-
standing at once. These idealized types of social understanding remain of course 
examples of the complexity of possible combinations of clusters of epistemic strate-
gies and kinds of background knowledge (see Table 1).

4.2  The Dynamics of Social Understanding

Let us summarize the plurality of social understanding: a type of social under-
standing is typically based on the activation of an epistemic strategy together with 
a model of background knowledge related to a situation, group, or individual. The 
resulting types of social understanding can be activated separately or in combination 
with other types of social understanding in one context. It is important for humans 
that we have a plurality of types of social understanding available because they ena-
ble us to make flexible use of them given different contexts and social challenges. 
According to our knowledge, there is little research on when the respective types 
of social understanding are employed or which types are combined in a situation, 
which remains an open challenge for empirical research.

Can we nevertheless make progress in constraining the dynamics of using a 
certain type of social understanding? We think that this is possible relying on a 
Bayesian framework. There is increasing evidence that social understanding can be 
adequately described as a kind of Bayesian weighting process (see also Bruin & 
Strijbos, 2015; Westra, 2019b). This involves processes which automatically evalu-
ate the accessible types of social understanding and select and activate those which 
produce the most adequate social understanding and interaction given the challenges 
in the situation (review by Brown & Brüne, 2012).14 Bayesian statistical inference 
is a method for generating posterior expectations for potential outcomes/hypotheses 
based on new evidence/information as well as prior expectations (potentially shaped 
by even earlier experiences). More specifically, this statistical method can be used to 
determine the probability of a certain hypothesis, given predetermined assumptions 
(i.e., the prior probability of that hypothesis as well as the likelihood of the actual 
outcome in the light of that hypothesis). Based on such Bayesian approach, different 

14 It is now fairly well established that e.g. our sense of agency is grounded in a Bayesian weighting pro-
cess (Synofzik et al., 2008a, 2008b). This is a form of self-understanding and it is plausible that under-
standing others is closely connected to self-understanding (Decety & Sommerville, 2003). Therefore, 
understanding others is probably also a Bayesian process. We propose that the implementation of the 
Bayesian process can best be described within the framework of predictive processing (Friston & Frith, 
2015) but we remain open to re-describe the basic weighting and evaluation process in more general 
Bayesian terms.
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types of social understanding can be activated in two ways, namely either bottom-up 
or top-down.15

Bottom-up activation of social understanding is input-driven: in some stand-
ard situation of social interaction, we process central social cues, such that we see 
another person approaching with a smile and outstretched hand and correspondingly 
expect a handshake. Bottom-up activation can be based on a single social cue, e.g. 
facial expression or biological motion, but it typically relies on the integration of a 
multiplicity of social cues at once. In the case described, the perceived cues trigger 
the basic perception-situation understanding with a behavior program of greeting 
each other. In bottom-up activation the reliability of social cues is rated rather highly 
and perception-situation understanding might be sufficient in some contexts. How-
ever, we can easily imagine a situation in which the corresponding expectations are 
not fulfilled and need to be updated based on the employment of a more demand-
ing type of social understanding, such as rule-group understanding. For example, 
imagine a Western person approaching a Japanese business partner. She expects a 
handshake, but the business partner does not join in due to different conventional 
rules and just bows. She might instantaneously be reminded about the intercultural 
differences and not interpret this behavior as unfriendly. A slightly modified sce-
nario gives rise to the level of mindreading-person understanding, e.g. if someone 
notices that the person approaching with a smile and an outstretched hand is a per-
sonal enemy with bad intentions. By activating the person model of this individual, 
one overwrites the behavioral disposition to greet by handshake and may decide to 
treat him only minimally polite with a formal ‘hello’ ignoring the greeting gesture.16

Although the bottom-up perspective primarily starts with the perception-sit-
uation understanding and may not always need an activation of a higher level of 
social understanding, we nevertheless rely on higher levels of social understanding 
including mindreading-person understanding, especially in those situations in which 
the other epistemic strategies break down. That is, for example, when the behavior 
of others is unexpected, deviates from the norm, or we suspect deception (see also 
Sect. 3.3.1). We usually aim for a multi-level social understanding of the same per-
son in the situation.

Top-down activation of social understanding is expectation driven: Top-down 
activations are driven e.g., by expectations about the mindset of a person, i.e. the 
set of beliefs, desires, hopes, fears, intentions, and the like that characterize such a 
person. It is a typical feature that the reliability of the information in the background 
model (in this case, the person model) has high values and is not easily modified. 
This results in an interpretation of the social cues and even behavioral scripts in 
the light of the mindreading-person understanding. For example, if we know that a 
closely related person is going through a difficult episode of their life and already 

15 We do not understand this in a neural processing way but according to psychological levels distin-
guishing an input level and one or several levels of hypothesis or expectation. Then we highlight the 
difference in the initiation and dominance of the information for the processing of social understanding.
16 Which epistemic strategy we use from the cluster “mindreading”, i.e. inference or simulation-based 
strategies, can depend on different factors. For example, in interactions with people who are very similar 
to us, we may rely more on simulation and for people dissimilar to us on inference.
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expect certain mental states to be present (e.g. sadness), we actively search for cues 
indicating emotional difficulties in order to adequately support her. This might 
include deviations from the behavior typical for the person as an individual or mem-
ber of a social group as well as changes in facial expression or movement. In the 
case described, tears are not read as possible expressions of positive or negative feel-
ings, but rather, driven by the mindreading-person understanding, are seen as confir-
mation of our expectations that the person is emotionally vulnerable.17

At least under two standard conditions the described form of top-down activation 
is employed while our expectations concerning the mindset of the person shapes the 
employment of rule-group and perception-situation understanding, given that these 
are simultaneously activated (see also Sect. 3.3.1). First, if someone is unfamiliar to 
us, mindreading is the key strategy to understand the other and to gain knowledge 
concerning their individual mindset. This enables us in future interactions to activate 
top-down those person-models for a rich social understanding which can be fruitful 
in many everyday situations. Second, we rely on mindreading-person understanding 
in all those cases where we deliberate about the mental states of another person that 
we do not directly interact with, for example, in a conversation with a third party 
about such person or when we think about how our actions might affect them.

To sum up: we employ the ability of top-down activation of person models in 
combination with the strategy of mindreading in central situations of everyday life. 
Even looking closely at bottom-up activation makes clear that explicit mindreading 
is extremely important as some of our prototypical interactions including even sim-
ple greeting situations with a person who is significant to us might go beyond direct 
perception and rule projection and require a flexibility only afforded by mindreading. 
With our account we oppose the impression a narrow reading of the bottom-up acti-
vation has invited for some authors (Fiebich et al., 2016; Gallagher & Hutto, 2008), 
namely that mindreading and activating an individual mindset is only used as a back-
up strategy and that it is also not of special relevance for social understanding.

A few more words shall be said concerning the processes of how the advantages 
and disadvantages of the respective types of social understanding are balanced. Social 
understanding has to fulfill two constraints: it has to be cognitively efficient and 
deliver an adequate social evaluation. Mindreading is the perfect tool to deliver a good 
social evaluation of an individual which is highly informative but is complex, costly 
[slow processing according to Kahneman (2011)] and, thus, not cognitively efficient. 
The other types of social understanding are systematically less complex and less costly 
[fast processing according to Kahneman (2011)] and, thus, cognitively more efficient 
but less informative about the individual. Consequently, the most efficient epistemic 
strategies are at the lowest level of social understanding (Fiebich, 2021). In contrast, 
mindreading-person understanding is a central tool of social understanding which 
delivers highly informative social evaluations of individuals but is cognitively costly. 
It is nevertheless intensely used in daily life because adequate social understanding of 
individuals is the key ability for success in human societies. Since biological systems 

17 Activating a mindset is often combined with some updating of this mindset in a certain situation. 
Updating is a more sophisticated form of mindreading than mere activation of a mindset.
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have the pressure to be cognitively efficient in each situation the system has to find the 
ideal balance between using the cognitively most efficient and the cognitively most 
informative strategy of social understanding. Thus, we call our account balanced plu-
ralism which is plausibly realized by a Bayesian weighting process.

Finally, let us prevent further misinterpretations of our account: We are aware 
that there might be individual variance in social interest depending on personality 
traits like introversion/extroversion or cultural differences, for example between pre-
dominantly individualist and collectivist cultures. These could lead to strong vari-
ations of the dominant use of the types of social understanding. Nonetheless, even 
across these variations, social understanding remains important and, in the absence 
of disorders, mindreading abilities are acquired, even if they may be used to varying 
degrees. Thus, difference in personality and culture modulate our thesis but does not 
speak against it. It should be noted, however, that our thesis is oriented primarily at 
Western cultures with an average or strong individualistic orientation, although it 
may also hold true for many other cultures.

5  Conclusion

Our aim in this paper was twofold. First, we argued for the importance of mindreading 
within pluralism, which is often underestimated. Second, we aimed to develop an ade-
quate framework describing different types of social understanding and explaining when 
they are activated and how they interact in order to enable a flexible understanding of 
others. We offered a systematic overview of the plurality of types of social understand-
ing which result from the interaction of epistemic strategies and models of background 
knowledge. Which type of social understanding is activated is determined by a Bayes-
ian weighting process relying on bottom-up or top-down activation. In both versions of 
activation, mindreading plays a crucial role and we demonstrated that it is involved in 
paradigmatic cases of everyday life. Furthermore, it opens up a new dimension of social 
understanding, for example, by enabling us to adequately deal with new persons and to 
account for different mindsets. Finally, we highlighted that types of social understanding 
integrating mindreading are central in everyday situations even when bottom-up activa-
tions are dominant since social understanding is so relevant for us that we not only aim 
for smooth interaction but also use interaction to learn more about the mindset of a per-
son while the latter of course improves future smooth interactions. Thus, mindreading is 
not only a back-up strategy but part and parcel of our social understanding.
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