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Original Article

Disturbing Influence of Threat from Caregiver-Child
Separation Using a False Belief Task

KAMEI Takayuki ¥, YAGI Yasuki 2 and YATO Yuko ?

(Graduate School of Human Science, Ritsumeikan University !V /

College of Comprehensive Psychology, Ritsumeikan University )

This study is modeled on tasks presented by Symons et al. (1997) and intends to test the
hypothesis that separation from a caregiver would be disturbing for children, such that the social
cognitive skills of preschoolers, such as attributing a mental state to another person (a part of
theory of mind), are decreased. The study recruited 55 preschool children aged 4-6 years and
compared their performance in a false belief task related to caregiver, adult, and animal locations
with that in a false belief task related to standard object locations. McNemar’s test with Yates’
correction indicated that the preschoolers performed better on the object location task compared
with the caregiver location task. Alternatively, the study found no significant differences in
performance between the adult and object location tasks or the animal and object location tasks.
The results provided evidence consistent with the hypothesis, suggesting that the separation of a
story character from a caregiver disrupts the false belief task performance of preschoolers to a
large extent. In general, caregivers are considered significant others that bolster the sense of
security in preschoolers (e.g., attachment figure). Thus, the present study reaches a reasonable
conclusion that perceived separation from caregivers threatens the sense of security in
preschoolers and disrupts their objective reasoning about the beliefs of other people. A limitation
of the study is its consideration of the disrupting influence of perceived separation from

caregivers.
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