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Abstract

Large language models (LLMs) have robustly demonstrated behavioural patterns representative of
high-order cognitive processes similar to humans. Yet, whether this extends to mentalization — the
explicit modeling and inference of another’s intention and action — particularly during social
interaction remains largely unexplored. Using two economic tasks testing strategic interaction, we
demonstrate explicit signatures of mentalization across LLMs and human participants. Notably,
implementing a simple prompting scheme robustly improved model performance in the inspection
game by inducing recursive reasoning. In the rock-paper-scissors game, models differed
significantly in their ability to adaptively mentalize towards opponents. Collectively, we present
novel evidence towards mentalization among LLMs and highlight computational modeling as a
method for understanding minds and machines.
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