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Social relationships are among the most im-
portant factors for both mental and physical
health. Therefore, the question of which abil-
ities enable us to form and maintain good so-
cial relationships is of central importance.
The talk focuses on the remarkable capacity
to understand the inner, mental states of oth-
ers. This includes empathy — sharing others’
feelings — and perspective taking — the ab-
stract representation of others’ mental states.
Extensive research over recent years shows
that empathy and perspective taking are sep-
arable and supported by distinct neural net-
works. Mental disorders can be associated
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with specific deficits in either of these capaci-
ties. For understanding social difficulties in
people with mental disorders, (1) the interac-
tion between empathy and perspective taking
and (2) methodological advances toward
more ecologically valid, (inter)active neuro-
scientific study designs may be crucial. The
talk concludes with new prevention and
treatment approaches that rely on social in-
teractive elements and specifically aim to im-
prove empathy and perspective taking.
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