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ABSTRACT 

 
This review paper explores the impact of Theory of Mind (ToM) on emotional regulation in children with autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD). This literature review examines existing research on the interplay between Theory of 

Mind (ToM) and emotional regulation in children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Theory of Mind refers 

to the cognitive capacity to understand and predict others' mental states, a skill often deficient in individuals with 

ASD. This deficiency can contribute to difficulties in social interactions and emotional regulation. The review 

synthesizes findings from various studies by using Scopus AI that investigate the role of ToM in emotional 

processing and regulation among children with autism. It explores how impaired ToM impacts the recognition, 

understanding, and management of emotions in this population. Additionally, the review highlights interventions 

aimed at enhancing ToM and their subsequent effects on emotional regulation. The synthesis of these studies 

reveals that targeted ToM interventions can lead to significant improvements in emotional regulation, suggesting 

a critical link between cognitive understanding of others' perspectives and the ability to manage one's own 

emotions. The paper concludes that a comprehensive understanding of the interplay between ToM and emotion 

regulation is crucial for developing effective interventions for children with ASD. By targeting both deficits 

simultaneously, interventions can be designed to address the unique needs of children with ASD, promoting better 

emotional regulation and social interactions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

  
Significant strides have been made in understanding autism, yet the challenge of emotional regulation 

in children with autism remains a critical area of research. Emotional regulation is a critical aspect of 

psychological well-being and social functionality. For children with autism, this ability is often 

impaired, leading to challenges in social interactions and daily functioning (Nejati et al., 2024). Theory 

of Mind (ToM) refers to the capacity to understand and infer the mental states of others, a skill that is 

typically underdeveloped in children with autism (Mao et al., 2023). This paper reviews the potential 

of enhancing ToM to improve emotional regulation in these children, highlighting existing research, 

methodologies, and outcomes. Effective emotional regulation is not only fundamental to social 

interaction but also pivotal to the overall mental health and development of children with autism. This 

review paper is using Scopus AI method to bridge this gap by exploring innovative approaches to bolster 

emotional regulation through the enhancement of Theory of Mind (ToM) skills. Theory of Mind, the 

ability to comprehend and predict the mental states of others, is often underdeveloped in children with 

autism, leading to difficulties in social communication and emotional management. By investigating 

the symbiotic relationship between ToM and emotional regulation, this study aims to offer 



Enhancing Emotional Regulation in Children with Autism Through Theory of Mind 

149 

groundbreaking insights and evidence-based interventions that can transform the lives of children with 

autism. Through rigorous analysis and novel methodologies, this research aspires to set a new standard 

in autism intervention, paving the way for more holistic and effective support systems for these children. 
  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

  
Emotional Regulation in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder  

 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a complex neurodevelopmental condition characterized by 

challenges in social communication and the presence of restrictive and repetitive behaviors (Grantz & 

Nozyce, 2013). A significant aspect of ASD is the difficulty many children face in regulating their 

emotions, which can lead to various behavioral and emotional challenges. Research indicates that 

children with ASD often exhibit greater emotion dysregulation compared to their neurotypical peers, 

which can exacerbate their difficulties in social interactions and overall functioning. For many children 

with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), emotional regulation can be particularly challenging. This 

difficulty is often linked to the neurological differences associated with autism, which can affect how 

these children perceive and process emotions (Zemestani et al., 2022). As a result, children with ASD 

may experience intense emotional reactions, have difficulty calming down after becoming upset, and 

struggle with recognizing and expressing their emotions appropriately (Ma et al., 2023). Children with 

autism often experience heightened emotional responses to everyday situations. This can manifest as 

anxiety, frustration, anger, or even elation, which may seem disproportionate to the circumstances. For 

example, a minor change in routine—such as a substitute teacher or a cancelled activity—can trigger 

significant distress. These emotional responses can lead to meltdowns or shutdowns, where the child 

may either exhibit intense behavioral outbursts or withdraw entirely from the situation. Many children 

with autism also struggle to identify and express their emotions. They may not recognize when they are 

becoming overwhelmed, anxious, or angry, which makes it difficult for them to seek help or use self-

regulation strategies. This lack of emotional awareness can also lead to misunderstandings in social 

interactions, as the child may not realize how their emotional state affects others.  

 

Theory of Mind (ToM) 

 

The concept of Theory of Mind (ToM) refers to the ability to understand and attribute mental states—

such as beliefs, desires, and intentions—to oneself and others (Szamburska-Lewandowska et al.,2021). 

This cognitive skill is crucial for effective social interaction and emotional regulation. Children with 

ASD frequently struggle with ToM, which may hinder their ability to recognize and respond 

appropriately to emotional cues in themselves and others (Roselle et al., 2020). Consequently, 

enhancing ToM may provide a pathway to improving emotional regulation in these children, fostering 

better social understanding and emotional responses. ToM enables children with ASD to predict, 

understand, and act when faced with other people's behavior, knowledge, intentions, emotions, and 

beliefs, which are essential for emotional regulation.   
 

 

OBJECTIVE 

  
The purpose of this study has been following specific research objectives, which is to investigate the 

role of ToM in emotional processing and regulation among children with autism. 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

  
To gather the data needed to map the literature reviews, this paper is using new extension from Scopus 

new feature named Scopus AI. Starting June 2024, Scopus AI can be found at the ‘Start Exploring’ 

section. By using Scopus AI, the relevant references found is from 2003 by exploring the topics. From 
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the title provided, there are a few key search suggestions with go deeper questions, summaries, 

prompting expanded summaries, mind maps and references.  
 

  

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

  
Findings for Research Question: What is the role of ToM in emotional processing and regulation 

among children with autism? 

 

 

 

 



Enhancing Emotional Regulation in Children with Autism Through Theory of Mind 

151 

Table 1.1 Exploring Search by Scopus AI on 7th August 2024  

 

Go Deeper Question Summary Extended Summary (Prompt) 

Enhancing emotional regulation 

of children with autism through 

theory of mind 

 ToM Interventions for Children 

with ASD (Ma et al., 2023; Nejati et al., 

2024; Zemestani et al., 2022)  

 Positive Outcomes ( Ma et al., 

2023; Begeer et al.,2011) 

 Neuropsychological 

interventions ( Zemestani et al., 2022) 

 Challenges and Considerations 

( Zemestani et al., 2022) 

How does theory of mind 

contribute to emotional regulation 

in children with autism?  

 

What are the effective 

interventions for enhancing 

emotional regulation in children 

with autism? 

 

What are the challenges in 

implementing theory of mind-

based interventions for emotional 

regulation in children with 

autism? 

 

How do individual differences in 

theory of mind impact the 

emotional regulation of children 

with autism? 

 

The key components of theory 

of mind in children with autism 

 Early ToM Skills (Lei & 

Ventola, 2018) 

 Higher-Level ToM Tasks 

(Nejati et al., 2024) 

 Relationship with Other 

Cognitive Functions 

Key components of theory of 

mind in children with autism 

 

Neural correlates of theory of 

mind defcits in children with 

autism 

 

Impact of theory of mind 

impairments on social interactions 

 

Cognitive and behavioral markers 

of theory of mind development in 

children with autism 

 

Interventions and therapies for 

improving theory of mind abilities 

in children with autism 

 

 

Cognitive processes involved in 

theory of mind development in 

children with autism 

 Theory of Mind (ToM) in 

Autism (Szamburska-Lewandowska et 

al.,2021) 

 Neurocognitive Mechanisms 

(Yuk et al., 2018) 

 Developmental Persistence 

 Social Cognition and Executive 

Function 

 

Not included 
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Mind Map below are generated by Scopus AI based on the summaries and extended summaries. It helps 

in linking the ideas to elaborate further on literature review finding. 

Figure 1.1 Mind Map for Emotional Regulation of Children with Autism 

 

 

Impaired theory of mind impact 

social interactions in children 

with autism 

 ToM and Social Interaction 

(Mao et al., 2023) 

 Intervention Impact (Ma et al., 

2023) 

  Neurological Basis (Baron et 

al.,1985) 

Not included 

The differences in theory of 

mind development between 

neurotypical children and 

children with autism 

 ToM Impairments in Children 

with Autism (Roselle et al., 2020) 

 Social Motivation Theory of 

Autism 

 Cognitive Processes and ToM 

(Roselle et al., 2020) 

 Executive Functioning and 

ToM 

 Reading Comprehension and 

ToM. 

Not included  

Theory of mind interventions be 

tailored to enhance emotional 

regulation in children with 

autism 

 Integration of ToM and 

Emotional Regulation (Ma et al., 2023) 

 Parent-Mediated Interventions 

(Rispoli et al., 2019) 

 Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy 

(CBT) 

 Transcranial Direct Current 

Stimulation (tDCS) 

 Early ToM Skills 

Development 

Not included 

Theory of mind interventions 

impact emotional regulation in 

children with autism 

 ToM interventions improve 

emotional regulation (Nejati et al., 

2024) 

 ToM interventions enhance 

emotional skills (Villanueva et al., 

2016) 

 Parent-mediated interventions 

for emotion regulation 

Not included 
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Figure 1.2 Mind Map for Theory of Mind Development 

 

Figure 1.3 Mind Map of Theory of Mind Components  
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Figure 1.4      Mind Map of Theory of Mind Interventions 

 

 
 

Figure 1.5     Mind Map of Theory of Mind Interventions Impact 

 
 

 

DISCUSSION 

 
Research Question: What is the role of ToM in emotional processing and regulation among 

children with autism? 

 

Table 1.1 shows Scopus AI exploring the literature review searching to get the findings on 7th August 

2024 and mind mapping results are visualised through Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2, Figure 1.3, Figure 1.4 and 

Figure 1.5. The research reveals that enhancing emotional regulation in children with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD) through Theory of Mind (ToM) interventions shows promising results. ToM, which 
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involves understanding and attributing mental states to oneself and others, plays a crucial role in 

emotional regulation. The findings highlight several key aspects: 

 

ToM Interventions and Positive Outcomes 

 

Interventions focused on improving ToM in children with ASD have shown positive outcomes in 

emotional regulation (Ma et al., 2023). These interventions often involve neuropsychological 

approaches and are tailored to address the specific challenges faced by children with autism. 

 

Key Components of ToM in Autism 

 

Early ToM skills and higher-level ToM tasks are essential for emotional regulation. The relationship 

between ToM and other cognitive functions, such as executive functioning, is significant in 

understanding the broader impact of ToM deficits on social interactions (Lei & Ventola, 2018). 

 

Cognitive Processes and ToM Development 

 

The development of ToM in children with autism is influenced by neurocognitive mechanisms, social 

cognition, and executive function (Yuk et al., 2018). These processes persist developmentally and are 

crucial for enhancing ToM and, consequently, emotional regulation. 

 

Impact of ToM Deficits on Social Interactions 

 

ToM impairments negatively affect social interactions in children with autism. The research 

underscores the neurological basis of these deficits and how they contribute to challenges in social 

communication and emotional management (Mao et al., 2023). 

 

Differences in ToM Development 

 

The development of ToM differs significantly between neurotypical children and those with autism 

(Roselle et al., 2020). The Social Motivation Theory of Autism, along with differences in cognitive 

processes and executive functioning, helps explain these disparities. 

 

Tailoring ToM Interventions for Emotional Regulation 

 

Effective ToM interventions for enhancing emotional regulation include cognitive-behavioral therapy 

(CBT), parent-mediated approaches, and innovative techniques like transcranial direct current 

stimulation (tDCS). Early development of ToM skills is crucial for long-term success (Ma et al., 2023). 

 

Challenges in Implementing ToM-Based Interventions 

 

The research identifies challenges in implementing ToM-based interventions, such as individual 

differences in ToM development among children with autism and the need for personalized approaches 

to maximize effectiveness (Zemestani et al., 2022). Overall, the findings suggest that improving ToM 

can significantly enhance emotional regulation in children with autism, leading to better social 

outcomes and overall mental health. However, these interventions must be carefully tailored to address 

the unique needs of each child, considering the cognitive and developmental factors involved. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

  
Emotional regulation, a crucial aspect of psychological and social well-being, is often challenging for 

children with autism due to neurological differences that affect their ability to process emotions. The 

paper posits that deficits in ToM, the cognitive skill that enables individuals to understand and predict 

others' thoughts and emotions, contribute significantly to these emotional regulation difficulties. 
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By enhancing ToM skills, the review suggests that children with autism may develop better 

emotional control, leading to improved social interactions and overall functioning. The study leverages 

Scopus AI to analyze existing research, focusing on interventions that target ToM to bolster emotional 

regulation in children with ASD. Key findings include the importance of early ToM development, the 

role of neurocognitive mechanisms, and the impact of ToM on social interactions. The paper also 

discusses various intervention strategies, such as cognitive-behavioral therapy and parent-mediated 

approaches, while addressing the challenges of implementing these strategies in practice. 

 

In conclusion, the review emphasizes the potential of ToM-based interventions to enhance 

emotional regulation in children with autism, offering new avenues for more effective and holistic 

support for these individuals. 

  

  

REFERENCES 

  
Baron-Cohen, S., Leslie, A. M., & Frith, U. (1985). Does the autistic child have a “theory of mind”?. Cognition, 

21(1), 37-46.  

Begeer, S., Gevers, C., Clifford, P., Verhoeve, M., Kat, K., Hoddenbach, E., & Boer, F. (2011). Theory of mind 

training in children with autism: A randomized controlled trial. Journal of autism and developmental 

disorders, 41, 997-1006. 

Grant, R., & Nozyce, M. (2013). Proposed changes to the American Psychiatric Association diagnostic criteria 

for autism spectrum disorder: Implications for young children and their families. Maternal And Child 

Health Journal, 17, 586-592. 

Lei, J., & Ventola, P. (2018). Characterising the relationship between theory of mind and anxiety in children with 

Autism Spectrum Disorder and typically developing children. Research in Autism Spectrum 

Disorders, 49, 1-12.  

Ma, W., Mao, J., Xie, Y., Li, S., & Wang, M. (2023). Examining the effects of Theory of Mind and social skills 

training on social competence in adolescents with autism. Behavioral Sciences, 13(10), 860. 

Mao, S. Y., Chiu, H. M., Yu, Y. T., & Chen, K. L. (2023). The associations of theory of mind with both general 

and theory-of-mind-related social interaction in children with autism spectrum disorder. Research in 

Autism Spectrum Disorders, 102, 102107.  

Nejati, V., Khankeshlooyee, N., & Pourshahriar, H. (2024). Remediation of theory of mind in children with autism 

spectrum disorders: Effectiveness and transferability of training effects to behavioral symptoms. Clinical 

Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 29(1), 259-273. 

Rispoli, K. M., Malcolm, A. L., Nathanson, E. W., & Mathes, N. E. (2019). Feasibility of an emotion regulation 

intervention for young children with autism spectrum disorder: A brief report. Research in Autism 

Spectrum Disorders, 67, 101420.  

Rosello, B., Berenguer, C., Baixauli, I., García, R., & Miranda, A. (2020). Theory of mind profiles in children 

with autism spectrum disorder: Adaptive/social skills and pragmatic competence. Frontiers in 

psychology, 11, 567401. 

Szamburska-Lewandowska, K., Konowałek, Ł., & Bryńska, A. (2021). Theory of Mind deficits in childhood 

mental and neurodevelopmental disorders. Psychiatr Pol, 55(4), 801-13.   

Villanueva-Bonilla, C., Bonilla-Santos, J., Arana-Guzmán, F., Ninco-Cuenca, I., & Quintero-Lozano, A. (2016). 

Effects of a ‘theory of mind’ cognitive development pilot programme in three children with autism: 

Emotional component.  Revista de Neurologia , 67,267-272. 

Yuk, V., Urbain, C., Pang, E. W., Anagnostou, E., Buchsbaum, D., & Taylor, M. J. (2018). Do you know what 

I’m thinking? Temporal and spatial brain activity during a theory-of-mind task in children with autism. 

Developmental cognitive neuroscience, 34, 139-147. 

Zemestani, M., Hoseinpanahi, O., Salehinejad, M. A., & Nitsche, M. A. (2022). The impact of prefrontal 

transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS) on theory of mind, emotion regulation and emotional‐

behavioral functions in children with autism disorder: A randomized, sham‐controlled, and parallel‐

group study. Autism Research, 15(10), 1985-2003 


