
E r a s m u s +  M e n t a l i z a t i o n t r a i n i n g f o r p e d a g o g i c a l
p r o f e s s i o n a l s

Module 2: 
Epistemic trust, 

ineffective mentalizing, 
attachment and stress



Learning objectives

1. Communication, epistemic trust and social learning

2. Effective and non-effective mentalizing

3. Failure in mentalization,  avtivation of the attachment system and stress 

(when is social learning no longer possible) 

4. Recognising non-mentalizing mode in oneself and others

Module 2

Structure

2
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Theoretical foundations

• Under what conditions can learning
be better and what is necessary for
this?

• When is social learning no longer
possible?

• What are the different facets of
mentalizing?

• What happens when the
mentalizing breaks down?

Module 2:  Learning object ives

Learning objectives I

Practical aspects

• Diagnostics: How do you recognise, 
in yourself and in others, when
mentalizing is not taking place?

• What types of non-mentalizing can
be distinguished?



Module 2:  3 .  Epistemic trust and socia l learning

Epistemic trust and knowledge transfer

Epistemic Trust is the basic trust in a caregiver as a safe source of

information.

This is a requirement for social learning.

Sperber  et  a l . ,  2010



„A natural history of human thinking“

"At a certain point [...] early humans were

forced into cooperative ways of living and

therefore their thinking became more focused

on devising ways of cooperating with others

to achieve common goals. This changed

everything“ (Tomasello 2014, p. 18).

Michael Tomasello
From 1998 to 2018 Co-Director at 
the Max Planck Institute for
Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig



Communication and social learning

• Ca. 75.000-50.000 B.C.

• First symbols and tools

• Imagination creates a world behind the physical world

• Beginning of art and culture

• Tools for the manufacturing of tools

• Living together in larger groups

• Increasing importance of communication



But how do we know who to learn from?

How is trust related to attachment?



Epistemic vigilance + communication

Learning about culture/ Protection against deception

social learning

Disruptions

− Inhibition of social 
learning/ closure

vs.

− Gullibility
− Isolation
− Hypervigilant

epistemic
vigilance

✓ - belonging to a group
✓ - attachment
✓ - ostensive stimuli
✓ - mentalization



Epistemic vigilance

• From an early age, children develop a sense of who they can believe and who they are more
suspicious of



Cow or Horse? (Corriveau et al. 2009) 

Children aged about 5-6 years are asked to decide whether a fantasy animal (e.g. 75% 

horse and 25% cow) is now a horse or a cow.

The mother and a stranger name the object differently. For example, the mother calls

it a cow, the stranger a horse.



Example: a 50:50 animal from Corriveau et al.

50% Cow : 50% Horse



Proportion of Trials on Which Children Chose Their Mother for Information 
by Attachment Group and by task
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Epistemic trust and attachment

• Securely attached children respond flexibly. They prefer the mother's statement, but trust their own

perception if the mother's statement differs from the objective picture.

• Insecurely avoiding children trust the judgement of the stranger rather than that of the mother.

• Insecurely ambivalently attached children are more likely to trust their mother's judgement than that of the

stranger, even if this is obviously wrong. Insecurely attached children as a whole do not trust their own

perception very much.

• Especially disorganised attached children get into stress (epistemic hypervigilance) and isolation because

they cannot trust themselves or others.

Fonagy & Alison 2014 S. 9 f.



Modul3 2:  1 .  Epistemic trust (ET)  and socia l learning

Communication, epistemic trust and social learning

ET describes the process of information and knowledge transfer as being

characterised by suff ic ient trust in the authentic ity and well-meaning

intention of the source (understood here as the primary attachment figures).

This goes hand in hand with recognising the personal relevance of knowledge

that is passed on from one person to the next.



„
As long as people succeed

in interpreting their

environment and

themselves in a 

metalizing way, they feel

neither at the mercy of

their environment nor of

themselves.

Group assignment:

• D i s c u s s a m o n g yo u rs e l ve s fo r 1 5  m i n u te s

w h i c h ( re l at i o n s h i p )  a s p e c t s s e e m

i m p o r ta nt to yo u i n  o rd e r to c re ate a  

s u c c e s s f u l l e a r n i n g at m o s p h e re !



Module 2:  3 .  Epistemic trust and socia l learning

The pedagogical stance is enabled by ostensive communication
signals

Children are characterised by a species-specif ic sensit ivity to certain non-

verbal ostensive communication signals ,  i .e.  those that make an intention

visible.  (Cs i bra &  Gerge l y,  2009,  2011) .

These include,  for example,  eye contact,  purposeful pointing movements or

the individual s ingsong of the mother's voice (motherese)  or,  on a verbal 

level ,  addressing the child directly by name.



Module 2:  3 .  Epistemic trust and socia l learning

ET and knowledge tansfer

Infants and toddlers are preferent ia l ly sens it ised to these previous ly descr ibed s ignals

with in the framework of a  communicat ive act ( i . e .  Eg yed ,  K i rá l y &  Gerge l y,  2013) .

This  increases their attent ion and the l ike l ihood of absorbing the information

subsequently conveyed (Cs ibra & Gergely,  2009)  - th is opens up a k ind of "epistemic

highway" (Fonagy,  2015).  Here,  ostens ive  means an expl ic i t  d isp lay of the

communicat ion intent ion in  the sense of :  "What I  have to tel l you now is important and

especia l ly meant for you".



Epistemic trust often develops when, through these channels of communication (ostensive cues), 

the child experiences that the caregiver is trying to see the world through the child's eyes

(mentalizing).



Module 2:  3 .  Epistemic trust and socia l learning

Evolutionary perspectives on metalizing

The over lap between the neural systems of the mental iz ing of self and other establ ishes
a poss ib le  connect ion to the intersubject ive or ig in of the self.

evolution has "pre-programmed" our brain for psychosocial interventions (experienced in relationships)

There is an inherent desire/disposition to learn about opaque mental states in our social environment (in 
therapy or school and beyond)

The easiest way to learn about mental states is under the condition of epistemic trust -> generalisability
is made possible.



Module 2:  3 .  Epistemic trust and socia l learning

Shared, joint attention

Joint  Attention (cf.  Tomasel lo)

I t ' s not  just  about looking at  the same thing .

I t is about a shared experience in  seeing something third

It is about a sequence,  about intentional  communicat ion ,  which is demonstrably about

- We look at  the same thing and it has meaning

- Neither the object nor the other are interchangeable or arbitrary

- Wil l ingness to pay attent ion is checked beforehand - are you ready to look with me? 

Zemke, Brockmann & Kirsch, 2020



Module 2:  3 .  Epistemic trust and socia l learning

Secure attachment and learning

These aspects seem largely obsolete in the secure attachment relationship between mother and

child: ET arises because here the "sender has shown himself to be repeatedly trustworthy,

guided by good intentions, a source of resilient knowledge that can be generalised beyond the

current context, and at the same time has demonstrated adequate sensitivity to questionable

other sources of knowledge" (Nolte & Fonagy, 2017).

Cognitive advantage of securely attached children!



Developmental psychology foundations

Re p e t i t i o n

M o d u l e  1 :  T h e o r et i c a l fo u n d a t i o n s o f t h e m e n t a l i z at i o n a p p r o a a c h

"Mirroring" as social feedback in the context of affect regulation

Double signaling: Affects are not mirrored 1:1, but in a modified form.

→ "Marking thesis": exaggerated/pronounced ("marked") mirroring leads to
referential decoupling (the infant can experience the marked affect in the "as-if" 
module and referentially anchor it in its self in the form thus changed).

→ Marking contributes to self-regulatory capacity and the formation of secondary
representations

(Fonagy et al., 2018; Dornes, 2019)



Module 2:  3 .  Epistemic trust and socia l learning

ET and mentalizing

When a  chi ld  experiences  being mental ized,  their  understanding of  the intent ions  of  

others  improves  (a  ref lect ive  se l f  can emerge).

Twin studies  show that  th is  is  not  a  genet ic  process  but  requires  the chi ld  to  develop 

strategies  so that  i t  can cope in  the developmental  n iche into which i t  was  born.

The feel ing  of  being cont iguously  responded to ( i .e .  mental ized)  by the other  is  the 

quintessent ia l  ostens ive s ignal  that  i t  is  safe  to learn ( f rom the other)  - a  pr imary 

biologica l  s ignal .



18 month old infants 

2 unknown objects

Excursus Experimental Research: Ostensive cues:
or how do I gain attention

Slidess: P. Fonagy, Sept. 2017, London, Gergely, Egyed et al. (2013)



Ostensive cues:



Promoting epistemic trust

Basic research by Csibra & Gergerly (2009, 2011) shows how eye contact, divided

attention and “motherese" appear to open communication channels that direct

attention and improve the child's confidence in the meaning of the caregiver's

statements.



Module 2:  3 .  Epistemic trust and socia l learning

How is ET created?

We all  have a personal narrative

The being understood of this narrative by another person generates the 
potential for epistemic trust

The perception of this understanding of one's own narrative by the 
other generates ET



The learner

The imagined 
self-narrative of 

the learner

Opening 
epistemic 

channels for 
knowledge 

transfer

4. The epistemic match

2. The facilitator's 
image of the 

learner's narrative

3. The learner's 
image of what the 

facilitator has made 
of his or her self-

narrative

The teacher

Mentalization (RF) neccessary

Effective ostensive 
Signals: 
Generating and 
perceiving self-efficacy 
and becoming 
mentalised in others



Openness to the (social) environment is usually adaptive…
Folien P. Fonagy



Openness to the (social) environment is usually adaptive…
Folien P. Fonagy



Openness to the (social) environment is usually adaptive…
Folien P. Fonagy



…but so is hypervigilance under certain circumstances
Folien P. Fonagy



Restoration of social learning

• The restoration of the ability to mentalize (or the experience of being mentalized) brings a person

out of their epistemic isolation.

• We need to have new relational and learning experiences to change (behaviour, knowledge

absorption, understanding of ourselves and others).

• We must be able to engage with these experiences or learn to do so again or anew.
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Module 2:

2. Effective and non-effective mentalizing
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Module 2:  Effect ive and non-effect ive mental iz ing

Recursion: Mentalization and overlapping constructs 

(Choi-Kain & Gunderson, Am J Psychiat 2008)

Affect-consciousness

Mindfullness Empathy

Psychological sensetivity

Equal emphasis
on cognitive and
affective aspects

Implict and
Explict

Explicit

Emphasis on affective
aspect

OthersSelf
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Module 2:  Effect ive and non-effect ive mental iz ing

Dimensions:Summary

Explicit mentalizing is a relatively conscious, intentional and reflexive process. Implicit
mentalizing occurs mainly automatically and non-reflectively in interpersonal interactions. 
Explicit mentalizing is to implicit mentalising as declarative memory is to procedural memory.

Inwardly focused processes involve attention to the inner psychic worlds of self and others, while
outwardly focused processes involve attention to external, physical and mostly visual features
of other individuals, self or shared interaction.

Allen, J., Fonagy, P., Bateman, A.: Mentalisieren in der psychotherapeutischen Praxis. Stuttgart 2011
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M o d u l e  2 :  E f f e c t i v e a n d n o n - e f f e c t i v e m e n t a l i z i n g

Characteristics

Concretist/Psychic
Equivalence:
Inside=Outside

Teleological:
Only facts count

Pseudo-
mentalizig/
As-If-Mode
Internal world
dissociated from
external reality

Ineffective
mentalizing

Effective
mentalizing
Flexible (multi-
dimensional)

Hypo-mentalizing too
little/or only partial 
aspects

Hyper-mentalizing
Too much too fast (negative)

Fixed at the poles:
Implicit vs explicit
Inernal vs external
Self vs others
Affective vs cognitive
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Module 2:  Effect ive and non-effect ive mental iz ing

Effective mentalizing

- All poles/dimensions are used

- Situation- and relationship-specific balance between the poles

- Diverse perspectives
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M o d u l e  2 :  

3. Failure in mentalizing
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Module 2:Fai lure  in  mental izat ion

Failure in mentalizing

1. Ineffective mentalizing as fixation on pole(s)

2. Breakdown of mentalizing and recourse to pre-mentalizing modes, 

hypo- and hyper-mentalizing

3. Mentalization and stress 
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Module 2:  Fa i lure of mental izat ion

Concrete understanding

• Everything is concrete

• Only facts or evaluations are presented. Influence of situational or physical factors are overemphasised.

• Contents of thinking and feeling arouse fear, thoughts are not just thoughts.

• Meanings, symbols, emotions are not perceived.

• There is only one truth, different perspectives cannot be taken.

• Lack of attention to the thoughts, feelings and wishes of others.

• Tendency to generalise and prejudice
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Module 2:  Fa i lure of mental izat ion

Teleological action/ instrumentalisation of
mentalizing

General information:

Mentalizing is used to control the behaviour of another and  often in a way that is

harmful/detrimental to the 'mentalized‘.

A seemingly almost excessive/exaggerated ability to mentalize at the expense of the ability to

represent one's own mental state.

Knowledge of another's emotional state without the ability to resonate with it.
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Module 2:  Fa i lure of mental izat ion

Pseudo-mentalizing

Knowledge about thoughts and feel ings is extended beyond the specif ic

context

The knowledge of thoughts and feel ings is presented in  a  form and

complexity that lacks the frame of reference

Ideal isat ion of ins ight for its own sake

Thoughts about others are experienced by them as opaque and confus ing

Basis:  no rel iable psychological model available
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M o d u l e  2 :  F a i l u r e o f m e n t a l i z a t i o n

Hypo-mentalizing

Level above concretist and teleological "a little" mentalizing, not yet
effective, not yet appropriate to the situation. 
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Module 2:  Fa i lure of mental izat ion

Hyper-mentalizing

Goes hand in hand with hypervigilance, unquestioned assumptions and uncontrolled, excessive

reasoning.

Bateman & Fonagy, 2015 

Can be observed frequently:

1. when a person is in a state of high arousal

2. when a differentiation of self and other fails in relation to the attribution of a mental state.

3. when the ability to integrate cognitions and affects is impaired.

4. when the switch between automatic and explicit mentalizing fails.
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M o d u l e  2 :

Mentalizing and stress
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Module 2:  Mental iz ing  and stress  

What situations reduce the ability to mentalize?

1. Stress

2. Intensive relationships (activation of the attachment system)

3. Feeling misunderstood

4. Trauma-associated moments



Module 2:  Mental iz ing  and stress

Stress and self-regulation

Mentalizing

Is most diff icult ,  

when we need it the most
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Module 2:  Mental iz ing  and stress

How attachment relates to affect regulation

STRESS/ANGST

Bedrohungssituation

Nähe-Suchen

Aktivierung von BindungRegulation of emotions

EPISTEMIC
TRUST

ATTACHMENT



Module 2:  Mental iz ing  and stress

Stress-dependent information processing
Biobehavioural switch model (Luyten et al. 2015)
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Module 2:  Mental iz ing  and stress  

Dimensions of mentalizing: implicit/automatic vs. 
explicit/controlled

Under high arousal, psychological understanding decreases and rapidly 

leads to confusion about mental states.

That handkerchief which I so loved and gave thee

Thou gavest to Cassio.

By heaven, I saw my handkerchief in's hand.

Controlled Automatic

Arousal



Module 4:  Mental iz ing  and stress

Dimensions of mentalizing: Implicit/automatic vs. 
explicit/controlled

The demand to explore subjects that evoke intense emotional 

responses involving conscious reflection and explicit mentalizing is 

difficult to reconcile with the person's ability to do so under stress.

Arousal



M o d u l e  2 :  M e n t a l i z i n g  a n d s t r e s s  

Failure of the mentalization capacity --- Consequences for 
other dimensions?



Module 2:  Mental iz ing  and stress

Social "contagion" model

1. Mentalizing leads to mentalizing

2. Non-mentalizing generates non-mentalizing



Module 2:  Mental iz ing  and stress

Failure of the mentalization capacity -- consequences on 
other dimensions?

Brockmann-Kirsch

• Non-mentalizing triggers intense, difficult feelings that are hard to manage in the

other person. Often such non-mentalizing interactions are repetitive and predictable.

• Non-mentalizing leads to trying to control behaviour instead of understanding it. 

Controlling behaviour triggers strong emotions in others, so he cannot mentalize 

either.

• Conclusion: Create stress-free or stress-reducing space....



Module 2:  Mental iz ing  and stress

Inhibition cycle of mentalization in a dyad or group

 

 

Powerful emotion 

Poor mentalising 

Inability to understand 
or even pay attention  
to intentions of others 

Others seem  
incomprehensible 

Frightening, undermining,  
frustrating, distressing or 

coercive interactions 

Try to control or 
change others or  
oneself 

Person 1 

 
Powerful emotion 

Poor mentalising 

Inability to understand 
or even pay attention  
to intentions of others 

Others seem  
incomprehensible 

Try to control or 
change others or  
oneself 

Frightening, undermining,  
frustrating, distressing or 

coercive interactions 

Person 2 



Module 2:  Mental izat ion and stress

Stress and self-regulation

Change of perspective:  The behaviour not the start ing point but the result of a 

process ("assumption of a good reason")

Fai lure in metal ization and (temporary)  loss of control capacity

Re-staging and externalisation of a foreign self



Module 2:  Mental izat ion and stress

Effects of coercion or control

„[…]"Violent systems or contexts of coercion (e.g.  cr iminal just ice ,  custody)  often inhibit

mental izat ion (Twemlow, Fonagy,  Sacco 2005,  Straub & Stavrou 2014).  Through coerc ion,  

strong control or threats ,  fear,  anger and humil iat ion are generated and non-mental iz ing

cycles are maintained. This  means there is often a chronic fai lure of mental iz ing in these

environments ."  (K i r sch  &  Zapp i n  Dr uck)



Three types of conflicts and their consequences
(Gingelmaier & Kirsch 2020)

1. (Deliberate) provocations, 
boundary violations
(e.g. anger, irritation, curiosity, 
competition, affection, group
dynamics, contact, (sexual) attraction, 
boredom, projections, insecurity, 
developmental conflicts, fear, testing
out...)
What is the conflict for?
Situational, developmental-
psychological, biographical in the
pedagogical institution.
Handeling:
Playfully and humorously de-
escalating or showing boundaries
(professionally mentalizing = not 
counter-aggressive, no revenge).

2. Hot conflicts (impulsive affect breakthroughs)
What is the trigger?
What prevents emotion regulation in the hot situation?

Handling:
Consider harm to self and others
• How can emotion regulation be built up and supported, especially for heated

phases?

3. Cold conflicts (empathy disorder)
Why is there a lack of empathy?
• Consider dynamics of power and powerlessness (biographically).
• Topic: Fear (avoidance, processing)

Handling
• Reliability of the pedagogical professionals and the institution
• Working at the limits (manipulation, smallest progress, regression and frustration

omnipresent)
• Enduring relationship work on Epistemic Trust
• Support any form of showing feelings (fear, aggr.)
• Protection of victims

P
e
d
.
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STRESS/ANGST

Adversive emotionale 

Erfahrungen mit Wurzeln 

in Beziehungen

Inhibierung von Mentalisrg.

Intensivierung von Bindungs-

bedürnissen

Wird mit Mißbrauch assoziiertes soziales Verständnis inhibiert, kann
das weiteren Mißbrauch begünstigen

- Inakkurates Bewerten von Affekten, 

- Mentalisierungsverständnis entwickelt sich nur verzögert

- Unfähigkeit zu verstehen, wie sich Emotionen  auf 

Situationen und Verhalten beziehen
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M o d u l e  2 :  

4. Reconising non-mentalizing modes in oneself and others



Module 2:  Perceive non -mental iz ing modes in  oneself and others

Being misunderstood

Although the abi l i ty to recognise and understand mental  states in  others is important ,  i t

remains essent ia l  to be aware of one's own l imitat ions of this abi l i ty.

F irst ly,  intervent ions based on fa lse assumptions lead to (at  least)  confus ion

Secondly,  being misunderstood is a  h ighly avers ive  experience .

I t tr iggers strong emotions ,  which can result in  compuls ions ,  regress ion ,  host i l i ty,  

protect ion and reject ion .



Module 2:  Perceive non-mental iz ing modes in  oneself and others

Recovery

Binding Switch Point Extend of reaction Restoration of M.

Secure High Mittel Fast
Hyperactivating
(insecure- ambivalent)

low (hyperresponsive
binding system)

Stark Slow

Deactivating,
(unsafe-avoiding)

Rather high (emotional 
distance, cognitive, only
emotional at high stress 
level)

Weak (but strong as
stress increases)

Relatively fast

Desorganisiert
(Deactivating and 
Hyperactivating Strategies)

Incoherent Stong Slow



Modul e  2 : Perce i ve non - menta l i z i ng modes i n  onese l f a n d ot hers

Ineffective mentalizing – Definition and consequences

Ineffect ive  mental iz ing  =  consequence of   mental izat ion fa i lures  attempts  due to l imited 

components  of  mental iz ing.

Inabi l ity to  take into account the complexity  of  mental  states  in  the se l f  and others .  

Constructive and progressive interpersonal and social involvement is reduced

Inability to calibrate self-states through the psyche of others

Difficulty in identifying and modulating own emotions

Limited acceptance of alternative perspectives

Difficulty in finding common points of view



Module 2:  Perceive non-mental iz ing modes in  oneself and others

Indicators of ineffective mentalizing

F o c u s  o n  e x t e r n a l  f a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  s c h o o l ,  n e i g h b o u r s ,  y o u t h  w e l f a r e  o f f i c e

F o c u s  o n  p h y s i c a l  o r  s t r u c t u r a l  l a b e l s  ( t i r e d ,  l a z y,  c l e v e r,  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e ,  d e p r e s s i v e )

.

P u t t i n g  l a b e l s  o n  o t h e r s ,  s t e r e o t y p i n g  ( " H e ' s  j u s t  t r y i n g  t o  a t t r a c t  a t t e n t i o n  a g a i n ! " )

N o n - q u e s t i o n i n g ,  n o  c u r i o s i t y,  c a t e g o r i c a l  ( " S h e  h a t e s  m a t h s " )

A b s e n c e  o f  c o n t e n t  ( e . g .  i n  d e p r e s s i o n ) a u f



Module 2:  Perceiv ing non-mental is ing modes in  oneself and others

Indicators of ineffective mentalizing

Constant  reference to rules ,  responsib i l i t ies ,  ' shoulds '  and 'should nots ' .

Denial of responsibi l i ty or awareness of problems

Blaming ,  looking for the fault  in  others

Absence of openness to other perspect ives ,  r ig id ity

Ins inuat ions instead of understanding



N o l t e ,  To b a i s ( R e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e m o d u l e )  i n  c o o p e r a t i o n
o f G i n g e l m a i e r, S . ;  Tu r n e r,  A . ;  K i r s c h ,  H .

C i t a t i o n r e c o m m e n d a t i o n :

N o l t e ,  To b i a s  ( 2 0 2 1 ) . M o d u l  2 : E p i s t e m i s c h e s Ve r t r a u e n ,  
M e n t a l i s i e r u n g s s t ö r u n g e n , B i n d u n g s a k t i v i e r u n g u n d  S t r e s s .  
C u r r i c u l u m  M e n t a l i s i e r u n g s t r a i n i n g
f ü r p ä d a g o g i s c h e F a c h k r ä f t e d e s N e t z w e r k e s M e n t a l i s i e r u n g s b a s i e r t
e P ä d a g o g i k .  U R L .  ( D a t u m  A b r u f )
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Epistemic trust ,  recognit ion of mental isat ion disorders ,  attachment act ivat ion and
stress
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