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When Children Treat Condemnation as a Signal: The Costs and Benefits of
Condemnation

Hannah Hok
University of Chicago

Alia Martin
Victoria University of Wellington

Zachary Trail and Alex Shaw
University of Chicago

Condemnation is ubiquitous in the social world and adults treat condemnation as a costly signal. We explore
when children begin to treat condemnation as a signal by presenting 4- to 9-year-old children (N = 435) with
stories involving a condemner of stealing and a noncondemner. Children were asked to predict who would
be more likely to steal as well as who should be punished more harshly for stealing. In five studies, we found
that 7- to 9-year-old children treat condemnation as a signal—thinking that a condemner is less likely to steal
and should be punished more harshly if caught hypocritically stealing later. We discuss the implications of
these results for children’s emerging understanding of signaling and moral condemnation.

People frequently make judgments about others
and their actions as morally good or bad. Condem-
nation, defined specifically as the expression of dis-
approval toward an action, is ubiquitous in the
day-to-day social world (Haidt, 2012; Rai & Fiske,
2011; Shweder, Mahapatra, & Miller, 1987). Adults
not only condemn others regularly, but can use
others’ condemnation to make predictions about
those individuals’ future moral behavior (e.g.,
Alicke, Gordon, & Rose, 2013; Barden, Rucker, &
Petty, 2005; DeScioli & Kurzban, 2009, 2013). For
example, imagine two people, Andy and Ben. Andy
strongly condemns promise-breaking and thinks
people who break promises should be ostracized.
Ben does not express an opinion about promise-
breaking. Intuitively, who do you think would be
less likely to break a promise? Furthermore, imag-
ine that both Andy and Ben later go on to break a
promise. Who do you think deserves more scorn?
Recent research by Jordan, Sommers, Bloom, and
Rand (2017) suggests that many adults would
answer Andy to both questions: they predict that
Andy will be less likely to break a promise, and
should be punished more harshly if he does break
a promise. The authors take this as evidence that
adults treat condemnation as a signal of moral char-
acter and dislike those who falsely signal.

What does it mean to call condemnation a sig-
nal? In biology, a signal is a trait or behavior by an
agent that conveys information to a receiver, pro-
viding a potential benefit to the signaler (e.g., Bird
& Smith, 2005). Importantly, many signals also
have costs or constraints associated with them that
make it difficult for agents to signal dishonestly.
For example, peacocks with large and brilliant plu-
mage are more attractive to potential mates. How-
ever, this plumage can be costly to maintain
because they make the peacock more conspicuous,
and may impede its ability to escape from preda-
tors. The plumage may be considered an honest sig-
nal, because only high-quality mates can don them
and attract females (Zahavi, 1975). Without associ-
ated costs, signals could be easily faked and thus
would quickly be ignored by receivers (Bird &
Smith, 2005; Zahavi, 1975).

If condemnation functions as a signal of moral
character, it should be the case that condemnation
is associated with both a benefit to the signaler and
a cost that keeps the signal honest. Jordan et al.
(2017) provide evidence in line with this view: that
is, condemnation seems to provide the condemner
with the reputational benefit of being perceived by
others as less likely to commit the condemned
moral transgression, but also can be costly to the

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to
Hannah Hok, University of Chicago, 5848 South University Illi-
nois, 60637 Chicago, IL. Electronic mail may be sent to hok@
uchicago.edu.

© 2019 Society for Research in Child Development
All rights reserved. 0009-3920/2019/xxxx-xxxx
DOI: 10.1111/cdev.13323

Child Development, xxxx 2019, Volume 00, Number 0, Pages 1–17

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2902-4201
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2902-4201
mailto:
mailto:


condemner by leading to harsher punishment in the
event of a hypocritical transgression. However,
there has been no research that we are aware of
directly examining how children form expectations
about others based on their condemnation of
immoral actions. Understanding how and when
children use condemnation to predict others’ future
behavior may help constrain hypotheses about the
kinds of cognitive capacities or experiences that are
necessary to make such inferences, and provide
insight into children’s developing ability to use
social information to make predictions about others’
behavior. The current work examines whether chil-
dren treat condemnation of an immoral action
(stealing) as a social signal, and compares this sig-
nal to other potential signals of moral goodness
(e.g., someone who praises sharing or denies that
they steal).

Social and moral condemnations serve as com-
monplace in children’s daily lives, providing them
with many opportunities to observe condemnation,
form expectations about others based on condemna-
tion, and make inferences based on condemnation.
In the first 2 years of life, infants already make neg-
ative social evaluations of others, showing a prefer-
ence for characters who are helpful or fair over
those who are harmful or unfair (Geraci & Surian,
2011; Hamlin, Wynn, & Bloom, 2007). As children
grow older, their condemnation becomes increas-
ingly sophisticated and they inflict costs on others
for their wrongdoing (Hamlin, Wynn, Bloom, &
Mahajan, 2011; Tasimi & Wynn, 2016). For example,
by age 3 or 4, children clearly differentiate conven-
tional violations (i.e., things that are only wrong
because someone says they are bad) from moral
violations (i.e., things that are wrong no matter
what others say; Helwig & Jasiobedzka, 2001; Sch-
midt, Rakoczy, & Tomasello, 2012; Smetana &
Braeges, 1990; Turiel, 1998). Their evaluations of
moral transgressions are also influenced by group
membership (Dunham, Baron, & Banaji, 2008;
Rhodes & Chalik, 2013; Rizzo, Cooley, Elenbaas, &
Killen, 2018), fairness (Grocke, Rossano, & Toma-
sello, 2015; Schmidt, Svetlova, Johe, & Tomasello,
2016; Shaw & Olson, 2014), the intentions of a per-
petrator (Cushman, Sheketoff, Wharton, & Carey,
2013; Darley & Shultz, 1990; Yuill & Perner, 1988),
and whether the transgression violates the letter or
spirit of a rule (Bregant, Wellbery, & Shaw, 2019).
Furthermore, although there are cross-cultural dif-
ferences in terms of what counts as a moral viola-
tion, children across cultures around the world
condemn the actions of others (Wainryb & Recchia,
2013). Given how adept children are at engaging in

moral condemnation and how ubiquitous it is in
their daily lives, it seems plausible that even pre-
school-age children could use others’ condemnation
to make predictions about their future behavior.

However, engaging in condemnation may be
considerably easier than knowing to treat condem-
nation as a signal of an agent’s future moral behav-
ior. While the former only requires children to
judge that an action is wrong from their own per-
spective, the latter requires children to engage in a
more abstract process of considering how the cur-
rent behavior of a third party might relate to that
individual’s behavior in the future. Additionally,
responding negatively to hypocrisy may require an
inference that another person is trying to dishon-
estly manage their reputation (i.e., modify what
others think of them). Seven- to 8-year-old children
may find making such inferences difficult because
doing so may rely on second-order theory of mind
abilities (Banerjee & Yuill, 1999) which continue to
improve during middle childhood (Miller, 2009).
Relatedly, children under age 8 fail to appreciate
that public generosity may reflect a disingenuous
attempt to appear generous. In particular, 6- and 7-
year-olds do not judge someone who acts gener-
ously in private to be a nicer person than someone
who acts generously in public, but 8- to 10-year-
olds do (Heyman, Barner, Heumann, & Schenck,
2014). Furthermore, although even children as
young as age 3 dislike liars (Lane, Wellman, & Gel-
man, 2013), it is not until around age 7 that chil-
dren fully appreciate the differences between lies
that benefit others and lies that benefit the self (Fu,
Heyman, Chen, Liu, & Lee, 2015). Indeed, previous
research has suggested that although children have
some reputational concerns as early as age 5 (Engel-
mann, Herrmann, & Tomasello, 2012; Engelmann,
Over, Herrmann, & Tomasello, 2013; Leimgruber,
Shaw, Santos, & Olson, 2012), they become more
adept at reputation management, and particularly
at recognizing others’ deceptive signaling behavior,
between the ages of 7 and 9 (Aloise-Young, 1993;
Apfelbaum, Pauker, Ambady, Sommers, & Norton,
2008; Fu et al., 2015; Heyman & Legare, 2005; Hey-
man et al., 2014; Mills & Keil, 2005; Shaw & Olson,
2015; Shaw et al., 2014; Silver & Shaw, 2018;
Tasimi, Dominguez, & Wynn, 2015). If children
have difficulty understanding deceptive acts of sig-
naling before the age of 6 or 7, then they might not
begin to treat condemnation as a signal until they
are older than 7. On the other hand, it is possible
that children’s experiences observing and engaging
in moral condemnation from a very young age (for
review, see Bloom, 2013) could allow them to
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appreciate its signaling value earlier in develop-
ment.

While there is no specific work to suggest that
children treat condemnation as a social signal, there
is some work suggesting that children understand
the deterrence value of punishment and positively
evaluate those who punish wrongdoers. By the time
children are 5 or 6 years old, they recognize that
those who are punished for their immoral actions
are less likely to transgress again than those who
are not punished (Bregant, Shaw, & Kinzler, 2016).
Most relevantly, Vaish, Herrmann, Markmann, and
Tomasello (2016) found that 5-year-old children
prefer those who enforce norms by sanctioning
transgressors more than those who do not. These
studies demonstrate that children treat others’ con-
demnation of negative actions (via punishment)
positively. However, this work does not address
whether children use others’ condemnation to make
predictions about their future behavior, or whether
children consider hypocrisy when deciding who
should be punished. Indeed, if children simply
view condemnation and punishment of bad behav-
ior as positive (i.e., if they just want to see bad con-
sequences for bad actions), then we would not
necessarily expect harsher punishments for hypo-
critical transgressions than nonhypocritical ones.

In the current experiments, we explore if and
when children treat moral condemnation as a signal
of future moral behavior. To explore this question,
we presented 4- to 9-year-old participants with a
story in which they were told about two children,
one child who condemned stealing and one who
did not. Participants were then told that someone
had stolen something in the classroom and were
asked to predict which of the two children had sto-
len. Participants were specifically asked to make
this prediction before receiving any information
about the two children’s actual behavior. After par-
ticipants made their prediction, they were told that
both children had stolen and were asked which of
the two should be punished more harshly for steal-
ing. If children treat condemnation as a signal, then
they should think that the condemner is less likely
to transgress (in this example, steal), but also that
the condemner should be punished more harshly
than the noncondemner for being caught trans-
gressing (stealing).

We predicted that older children would be more
likely than younger children to treat condemnation
as a costly signal, and split the children into two
age groups, 4- to 6-year-olds (henceforth “younger
children”) and 7- to 9-year-olds (henceforth “older
children”). We chose these age ranges because, as

we reviewed above, previous research suggests that
it is around the age of 7 or 8 that children begin to
develop a more sophisticated understanding of the
way others try to manage their reputations through
signaling (for review, see Banerjee, 2002; Heyman
et al., 2014; Shaw, Li, & Olson, 2013). We predicted
that older children would treat condemnation as a
signal, inferring that condemners are less likely to
engage in the behavior that they condemn (i.e.,
bestowing the benefit of believing that the person
will act morally in this regard), and judging that
the condemner should be punished more harshly if
she is caught hypocritically engaging in the behav-
ior that she condemned (i.e., levying a cost for sig-
naling dishonestly). We made no specific
predictions about younger children except that they
should be less likely to treat condemnation as a sig-
nal than the older children.

Study 1

Study 1 explored if and when children begin to
treat moral condemnation as a costly signal of
future moral behavior. To investigate this question,
4- to 9-year old participants were told about two
children: one who condemned stealing as wrong
(condemner), and the other who made a negative
but nonmoral statement about finding broccoli
gross (noncondemner). Next, they were told that
these two children were suspected of stealing some-
thing, and asked to predict which child they
thought had stolen (prediction measure). After they
answered, participants were told that, actually, both
children had stolen something, and were asked
which of the two children should be punished more
harshly for stealing (punishment measure). If partic-
ipants treat moral condemnation as a signal, then
they should both predict that the condemner was
less likely to steal and judge that the condemner
should be punished more harshly for stealing.

Method

Participants

One hundred and twenty-one 4- to 9-year-olds
(Mage = 88.10 months, SD = 26.16 months, 56
female) were tested in Study 1. For analysis, data
were broken down into two age groups, sixty 7- to
9-year-olds (Mage = 101.76 months, SD = 10.39
months, 25 female) and sixty-one 4- to 6-year-olds
(Mage = 67.15 months, SD = 10.44 months, 28
female).

Condemnation and Hypocrisy 3



We begin by outlining some general methods for
the reported studies. For all studies, participants
were recruited and tested at a local science museum
in the Midwest. Written informed consent was
given by the parents and then verbal assent of the
child was secured by researchers before experi-
ments. The Institutional Review Boards approved
all procedures. Participants were compensated with
stickers for their participation in the study.

Due to variability in the daily number of visitors,
we set our stopping criterion for data collection at
the end of the day on which there were at least 60
participants per age group per condition for Studies
1 and 3. Studies 1 and 3 were done as part of one
of the authors’ senior thesis and because we did
not know the nature of the effect size, we aimed to
collect 60 participants per age group. For all subse-
quent studies (except Study 3, which we explain
below), we set our stopping criterion for data col-
lection at the end of the day on which there were
at least 30 participants per age group per condition.
For all studies, sample sizes were determined ahead
of time. We designed these studies to be run
quickly at the museum and, as such, did not ask
parents to fill out detailed demographic forms. We
collected information only about children’s birth-
dates and gender. We found no effect of gender in
any of our studies, so we collapsed across gender.

Procedure

Participants were told a story about two chil-
dren, represented by cardboard dolls. In the story,
participants were introduced to the two children
described as classmates, and were told that one of
the children “always talks about how much (s)he
dislikes stealing and tells other people that stealing
is really, really bad” (condemner) and that the other
“always talks about how much (s)he dislikes broc-
coli and tells other people that broccoli is really,
really gross” (noncondemner). Participants were
then told that after class, something was stolen.
They were reminded of what each character said,
and were asked: “Who do you think stole?” (pre-
diction measure). After making their predictions,
participants were informed that, actually, both of
the characters independently stole money from
their respective parent after school. Specifically,
children were told: “Actually both of these boys
stole after school. This boy [L] went home and stole
money from his mom’s purse and his mom caught
him, and this boy [R] went home and stole money
from his dad’s wallet and his dad caught him. So
they both got caught stealing.” Participants were

then asked which character “should be punished
more for stealing?” (punishment measure). The
names of the children in the story were gender-
neutral and dolls were gender matched to participants.
The order of presentation (condemner presented first
or second), character positioning (condemner on the
right or left), and who stole from which parent
(mother or father) were counterbalanced.

After giving their responses, participants were
given two comprehension checks. They were asked,
“Which character said stealing was ‘really, really
bad’?” and, “Which character said broccoli was ‘re-
ally, really gross’?”. No children failed comprehen-
sion checks.

Results

Prediction Measure

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
reveal whether children’s predictions of which char-
acter was more likely to steal changed with age.
Age was set as the continuous factor. The analysis
revealed an effect of age on choice, Wald v2(1,
N = 121) = 34.37, p < .001. With age, children were
less likely to predict that the condemner was the
one who stole. We then examined children’s choices
by our preset age groups using binomial sign tests.
These tests revealed that older children predicted
that the condemner would steal at levels signifi-
cantly below chance (13 out of 60, 22%, p < .001),
whereas younger children predicted that the con-
demner would steal at levels significantly above
chance (39 of 61, 64%, p = .035). That is, older chil-
dren suspected that the condemner was less likely
to steal than the noncondemner, whereas younger
children thought the condemner was more likely to
steal.

Punishment Measure

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
reveal whether children’s judgments of which char-
acter should receive harsher punishment changed
with age. Age was again set as the continuous fac-
tor. The analysis revealed an effect of age on choice,
Wald v2(1, N = 121) = 4.47, p = .035. With age, chil-
dren were more likely to say that the condemner
should receive harsher punishment than the non-
condemner. We then examined children’s choices
by our preset age groups using binomial sign tests.
These tests revealed that both older children (51 out
of 60, 85%, p < .001) and younger children (42 out
of 61, 69%, p = .035) desired harsher punishment

4 Hok, Martin, Trail, and Shaw



for the condemner at levels significantly above
chance. That is, both older and younger children
wanted condemners to be punished more harshly
than noncondemners (see Figure 1).

Discussion

Results from Study 1 demonstrate that by the
time children are 7 years old, they can treat con-
demnation as a costly signal. Seven- to 9-year-olds
predicted that a condemner was less likely to steal
than a noncondemner, and judged that the condem-
ner should be punished more harshly than the non-
condemner when caught stealing. Younger children
showed a different pattern and did not predict that
the condemner was less likely to steal than the non-
condemner. Interestingly, not only did younger
children not give the condemner the benefit of the
doubt; they actually thought the condemner was
more likely to steal than the noncondemner. We
had no specific predictions about younger chil-
dren’s responses, and from this result alone it is
unclear why younger children responded the way
they did. However, it could be that younger chil-
dren were merely latching onto the word “stealing”
and selecting the character who was associated
with stealing (we return to this question in Studies
3 and 4). Younger children, like older children,
thought that the condemner should be punished
more harshly than the noncondemner when caught
stealing. However, given that they predicted that
the condemner was more likely to steal, it seems
that they are likely making the punishment judg-
ment for different reasons than older children (we
provide additional evidence for this possibility in
Study 2b).

Although the response from younger children
here is not completely clear, the results of Study 1
provide preliminary evidence that, by around age
7, children recognize that condemnation functions
as a beneficial social signal that should have an
accompanying cost for those who signal dishon-
estly.

Study 2a

Study 1 provided some support for the notion that
older children treat condemnation as a signal.
However, comparing someone who makes a state-
ment about moral content to someone who makes
a neutral, nonmoral statement was not a very
stringent test of the signaling hypothesis. Study 1
may merely reveal that 7- to 9-year-olds expect
people who make statements with moral content
to be more likely to engage in moral behavior.
Thus, in Study 2a we had children compare a con-
demner to a noncondemner who made a different
moral statement. Specifically, the noncondemner
was someone who praises sharing (a positive
moral action) and thinks it is very good to share.
Participants were again asked the prediction (Who
stole?) and punishment (Who should be punished
more harshly if they are caught stealing?) ques-
tions from Study 1. If children simply use any
statement about morality to make predictions
about others’ moral behavior, then they might
now predict that both are equally (un)likely to
steal. Although both characters made statements
consistent with being a moral person, we predicted
that older children would again take the condem-
nation of stealing to be a stronger signal than the
praising of sharing that one would refrain from
stealing.

Method

Participants

Again, participants were recruited and run at a
local science museum. As noted above, we stopped
collecting data after a museum shift ended with 30
participants in each age group. Sixty 4- to 9-year-
olds (Mage = 77.93 months, SD = 21.61, 35 female)
were tested. Again, data were broken down into
two age groups: twenty-five 7- to 9-year-olds
(Mage = 99.84 months, SD = 9.93 months, 10 female)
and thirty-five 4- to 6-year-olds (Mage = 62.16,
SD = 11.48 months, 25 female).

Figure 1. Study 1. Mean percent of children in each age group
selecting the condemner of stealing over the non-condemner who
dislikes broccoli (*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001).

Condemnation and Hypocrisy 5



Procedure

Participants were told stories similar in structure
to those in Study 1. The same dolls were used to
represent the characters, and were again gender
matched to participants with the same counterbal-
ancing. Participants were again told of two class-
mates, one who condemns stealing and one who
does not, except that here the noncondemner
praises sharing (“S(he) always talks about how
sharing is really important and when (s)he sees
someone share, (s)he says ‘Sharing is really, really
nice’”). Participants were asked to predict which
classmate (the condemner or the praiser) stole and
who should be punished more harshly for stealing.
Again, participants were given two comprehension
checks. They were asked to remind the experi-
menter which child said stealing was “really, really
bad” and which child said sharing was “really,
really good.” Four children answered both compre-
hension checks incorrectly, but the pattern of results
does not change if the responses of these four chil-
dren are excluded from analysis.

Results

Prediction Measure

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
reveal whether children’s predictions of which char-
acter was more likely to steal changed with age.
Age was set as the continuous factor and character
prediction (between condemner and praiser) as the
binary dependent variable. The analysis revealed an
effect of age on choice, Wald v2(1, N = 60) = 17.32,
p < .001. With age, children were less likely to pre-
dict that the condemner was the one who stole. We
then examined children’s choices in each age group
using binomial sign tests. These tests revealed that
older children suspected the condemner of stealing
at levels significantly below chance (7 of 25, 28%,
p = .043) whereas younger children did so at levels
significantly above chance (30 of 35, 86%, p < .001).
That is, older children suspected that the condem-
ner was less likely to steal than the praiser, whereas
younger children thought the condemner was more
likely to steal than the praiser.

Punishment Measure

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
reveal whether children’s preferences of which char-
acter should be more punished changed with age.
Age was again set as the continuous factor and

character prediction (between condemner and prai-
ser) as the binary dependent variable. The analysis
revealed that age did not affect choice, Wald v2(1,
N = 60) = 1.55, p = .213. That is, children’s judg-
ments of who should be punished more for stealing
was not significantly affected by age. We then exam-
ined children’s choices in each age group using bino-
mial sign tests. These binomial sign tests revealed
that older children judged that the condemner
should be punished more harshly for stealing than
the praiser (21 out of 25, 84%, p < .001). Younger
children marginally also judged that the condemner
should be punished more harshly for stealing than
the praiser (22 out of 35, 63%, p = .088; see Figure 2).

Discussion

We again found that 7- to 9-year-old children
treated moral condemnation as a signal, whereas
younger children did not. That is, even when pitted
against a noncondemner who made a positive
moral statement about the importance of sharing,
older children still predicted that the condemner
was less likely to steal. Furthermore, they judged
that the condemner should be punished more
harshly than the noncondemner when later caught
stealing. We again found that younger children
made the opposite prediction of older children, pre-
dicting that the condemner of stealing was more
likely to steal, but were consistent with older chil-
dren in preferring harsher punishment for the con-
demner.

Study 2b

The results of Study 2a suggest that older children
treat moral condemnation as a signal, predicting

Figure 2. Study 2a results. Mean percent of children in each age
group selecting the condemner of stealing over the praiser of
sharing (*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001).
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that someone who condemned stealing would be
less likely to steal than someone who praised shar-
ing. However, do children always treat condemna-
tion as a better signal of future morally good
behavior than expressing a positive moral attitude
(e.g., praising sharing)? One possibility is that chil-
dren see condemnation of bad behavior as particu-
larly morally good, and therefore treat this
condemnation as a better predictor of future good
behavior than the act of expressing a positive moral
attitude. If so, then condemnation should not only
serve as a signal that one refrains from engaging in
the specific bad behavior one condemns (in this
case, stealing), but also as a stronger signal of
engaging in other positive moral behaviors like
sharing.

In Study 2b, we explored this possibility. Specifi-
cally, we presented participants with a similar story
to Study 2a, with one character who condemned
stealing and one who praised sharing. However, this
time, participants were asked to predict who would
share. Participants were then told that both charac-
ters failed to share, and were asked who should be
punished more harshly for not sharing. If condemna-
tion of a bad behavior like stealing is generally
viewed as a more moral act than praising a good
behavior like sharing, then older children should
again respond as they did in our previous study, pre-
dicting that the condemner is more likely to share
and perhaps that they should also be punished more
harshly for failing to share. If, instead, older children
use condemnation as a more specific signal, then
here we should find a different pattern for children’s
prediction and punishment judgments.

Method

Participants

Again, participants were recruited and run at a
local science museum. Sixty-eight 4- to 9-year-olds
(Mage = 78.72 months, SD = 19.8 months, 42
female) were tested, Again, data were broken
down into two age groups: thirty 7- to 9-year-olds
(Mage = 97.62 months, SD = 11.52 months, 18
female) and thirty-eight 4- to 6-year-olds
(Mage = 63.72, SD = 9.06 months, 24 female).

Procedure

Participants were told stories nearly identical to
those in Study 2a. The same dolls were used to rep-
resent the characters and again gender matched to
participants with the same counterbalancing.

Participants were again told of the same two class-
mates, one who condemns stealing and one who
praises sharing. However, instead of being told that
someone had stolen something, participants were
told that someone had failed to share. Participants
were then asked to predict which classmate (the
condemner or the praiser) had shared. Then they
were told that, in fact, both had failed to share, and
were asked who should be punished more harshly
for it. Again, participants were given two compre-
hension checks. They were asked to remind the
experimenter which child said stealing was “really,
really bad” and which child said sharing was “re-
ally, really good.” Two children failed both compre-
hension checks but the pattern of results does not
change if the responses of these two children are
excluded from analysis.

Results

Prediction Measure

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
reveal whether children’s predictions of which char-
acter was more likely to share changed with age con-
tinuously. Age was set as the continuous factor and
character prediction (between Condemner and Prai-
ser) as the binary dependent variable. The analysis
revealed no effect of age on choice, Wald v2(1,
N = 68) = 1.39, p = .239. We then examined chil-
dren’s choices by our preset age group using bino-
mial sign tests. Binomial sign tests revealed that
older children predicted the praiser of sharing at
levels significantly above chance (26 out of 30, 86%,
p < .001) as did younger children (29 of 38, 76%,
p = .002). That is, older children and younger chil-
dren both suspected that the praiser of sharing was
more likely to share than the condemner of stealing.

Punishment Measure

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
reveal whether children’s preferences of which
character should be more punished changed with
age. Age was again set as the continuous factor and
character prediction (between condemner and prai-
ser) as the binary dependent variable. The analysis
revealed that age affected choice, Wald v2(1,
N = 68) = 12.24, p < .001. Specifically, children were
more likely to pick the praiser for harsher punish-
ment with age. Binomial sign tests revealed that
older children thought the praiser of sharing should
be punished more harshly for failing to share than
the condemner (20 of 30, 69%; p = .049). Younger

Condemnation and Hypocrisy 7



children, however, thought the condemner should
be punished more harshly for failing to share than
the praiser significantly above chance (12 out of 38,
32%, p = .034; see Figure 3).

Discussion

In line with our predictions, we found that 7- to
9-year-olds did not treat condemnation as a gener-
ally better signal of positive moral behavior than
the expression of a positive moral attitude. When a
moral condemner was pitted against a praiser,
older children made a specific prediction based on
condemnation: they predicted that a condemner of
stealing was less likely to steal than a praiser of a
good behavior like sharing (Study 2a), but did not
predict that the condemner of stealing was more
likely to share than the praiser of sharing (Study
2b). This indicates some specificity to condemnation
as a signal for older children. Older children were
also more likely to desire harsher punishment for
the praiser of sharing when both characters had
failed to share. This pattern of punishment suggests
that older children are paying attention specifically
to hypocrisy and false signaling: they are more
likely to punish the character that they predict will
do the right moral action (being less likely to steal
in Studies 1 and 2a; being more likely to share in
Study 2b) once the character fails to do so.

Study 2b additionally provides some clarification
about young children’s judgments. In the previous
two studies, young children chose the same charac-
ter in their predictions of who stole and their judg-
ments of punishment. This pattern of responding
could have arisen from a desire to be consistent.
However, here in Study 2b the younger children

predicted that the praiser of sharing was more
likely to share, but that the condemner of stealing
should be punished more harshly for failing to
share. These results show that younger children’s
prediction responses and punishment responses are
not always linked. Instead, it seems possible that
the 4- to 6-year-olds simply heard the word “steal-
ing” associated with one of the characters and
therefore judged that character to be morally bad;
this could explain why they predicted that this
character would be more likely to steal (Studies 1
and 2a), would be less likely to share (Study 2b),
and deserves harsher punishment (all studies). We
explore this possibility further in Studies 3 and 4.

Study 3

Studies 1 and 2a provide support for the idea that
older children treat moral condemnation as a sig-
nal; however, it is unclear if the judgments that
children made in these studies were specific to con-
demnation itself, or merely the expression of a neg-
ative attitude about stealing. To explore this
possibility, Study 3 asked children to make predic-
tions about the behavior of a condemner and a non-
condemner who both expressed attitudes that
would imply that they do not steal (modeled after
similar vignettes in adults used by Jordan et al.,
2017). One of them was the condemner of stealing
(a person who said “stealing is really, really bad”)
and the other was someone who denied that they
stole (a person who said “I never steal”). In this
design, children do not just learn that both charac-
ters make statements about stealing, but that both
make statements that might lead others to believe
that they are unlikely to steal. If older children, like
adults, treat condemnation as a particularly salient
signal of one’s moral character, then they should
say that the condemner is less likely to steal than
the denier. Put another way, we predicted that,
with a more stringent test, we would replicate the
pattern of results from Studies 1 and 2a: older chil-
dren should predict that the condemner is less
likely to steal than the noncondemner (this time a
“denier”). However, because the condemner was
being pitted against a character who is explicitly
lying, we did not make a specific prediction that
older children would desire harsher punishment for
either character.

This design also allowed us to further explore
younger children’s inferences. We have suggested
that younger children may predict that the condem-
ner is more likely to steal because the condemner is

Figure 3. Study 2b results. Mean percent of children in each age
group selecting the condemner of stealing over the praiser of
sharing (*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001).
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the only character associated with the word “steal-
ing.” If this is true, then we should expect younger
children to select at chance between the characters
in this vignette. Alternatively, perhaps younger
children really do treat moral condemnation as a
signal of immoral behavior, in which case they
should again predict that the condemner is more
likely to steal than the noncondemner (this time the
“denier”).

Method

Participants

Again, participants were recruited and run at a
local science museum. We stopped collecting data on
a shift that resulted in ~60 participants per age group.
One hundred and nineteen 4- to 9-year-olds
(Mage = 80.69 months, SD = 19.32, 47 female) were
tested. Again, data were broken down into two age
groups: fifty-one 7- to 9-year-olds (Mage = 99.83
months, SD = 9.91 months, 20 female) and sixty-eight
4- to 6-year-olds (Mage = 66.36 months, SD = 9.79
months, 27 female).

Procedure

Participants were told a story similar in struc-
ture to the vignette in Study 1, the same dolls
were used to represent the characters, and they
again were gender matched to participants with
the same counterbalancing. Children were again
told of two classmates, one who condemns stealing
(“always tells other people that stealing is really,
really bad, and when (s)he sees someone steal, (s)
he says that person should be punished for steal-
ing”) and one who does not, except that here the
noncondemner was a denier of stealing (“always
tells other people, ‘I never steal’, and when (s)he
sees someone steal, (s)he says ‘I would never steal
like that’”). After being introduced to these charac-
ters, children were asked the same prediction mea-
sure (“Who do you think stole?”) and punishment
measure (“Who should be punished more for steal-
ing?”) from the previous studies. Again, partici-
pants were given two comprehension checks. They
were asked to remind the experimenter which
child said stealing was “really, really bad” and
which child said “I never steal.” Six children
answered both comprehension checks incorrectly,
but the pattern of results does not change whether
or not the responses of these six children are
excluded from analysis.

Results

Prediction Measure

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
reveal whether children’s predictions of which
character was more likely to steal changed with
age. Age was set as the continuous factor and
character prediction (between condemner and
denier) as the binary dependent variable. The anal-
ysis revealed an effect of age on choice, Wald v2(1,
N = 119) = 13.88, p < .001. With age, children were
less likely to predict that the condemner was the
one who stole. Binomial sign tests revealed that
older children predicted that the condemner would
steal at levels significantly below chance (9 of 51,
18%, p < .001), whereas younger children’s predic-
tions did not differ from chance (31 of 68, 46%,
p = .544). That is, older children expected the con-
demner would be less likely to steal than the
denier, but younger children did not have any par-
ticular prediction.

Punishment Measure

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
reveal whether children’s judgments of which char-
acter should receive harsher punishment changed
with age. Age was set as the continuous factor and
character prediction (between condemner and
denier) as the binary dependent variable. The anal-
ysis revealed that there was an effect of age on
choice, Wald v2(1, N = 119) = 6.56, p = .01. With
age, children were less likely to pick the condemner
for harsher punishment. Binomial sign tests
revealed that older children chose the condemner
for harsher punishment at levels significantly below
chance (16 of 51, 31%, p = .002), instead desiring
harsher punishment for the denier, whereas
younger children desired marginally harsher pun-
ishment for the condemner (42 of 68, 62%, p = .068)
than the denier (see Figure 4).

Discussion

Providing even more robust evidence for the
signaling account, we again found that 7- to
9-year-olds predicted that someone who con-
demned stealing is less likely to steal, this time
even when compared to someone who directly
said that they do not steal. This speaks to the sal-
ience of condemnation as a signal for these chil-
dren. One might intuitively expect that directly
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denying a behavior would be more indicative of
future behavior than condemnation which says
nothing directly about personal behavior. Addi-
tionally, both statements expressed negatively
valenced attitudes about the transgression at hand.
However, condemnation was still treated as a
stronger signal of future behavior than denial, at
least by older children. We additionally found that
younger children did not predict that the condem-
ner was less likely to steal and, instead, they
thought the condemner and noncondemner were
equally likely to steal. This suggests that younger
children in our previous studies may have just
been selecting the character associated with steal-
ing instead of making a prediction based on the
condemnation itself. Replicating our previous stud-
ies, we again found that older children treat con-
demnation as a signal of future moral behavior,
whereas younger children do not.

Interestingly, in Study 3, older children pun-
ished deniers more harshly than condemners, sug-
gesting that saying “I never steal” is a particularly
bad strategy. We note that this result was not pre-
dicted, and is inconsistent with what Jordan et al.
(2017) found in adults. Adults thought the con-
demner should be punished more harshly, presum-
ably because they take condemnation to a be a
stronger signal of moral behavior than mere
denial. The older children also took condemnation
to be a stronger signal than denial, but then why
do older children not believe that person should
be punished more harshly, and instead think the
denier should be punished more harshly? It is
worth noting that both behavioral patterns (deny-
ing stealing and then doing it anyway; condemn-
ing stealing and then doing it anyway) suggest
some level of dishonesty, which children think is

bad (Bussey, 1999). It may merely be easier for the
older children to see the dishonesty in someone
saying “I do not do X” and then doing X, than it
is for them to see the dishonesty in condemning X
and then doing X. The former involves an explicit
lie, whereas the latter is only tacitly a form of
lying. However, we again caution against an inter-
pretation of these particular results that is too
rich, as they were not predicted and have not
yet been replicated. Importantly, the results from
Studies 1, 2a, and 2b suggest that older children
do think that hypocritical condemners should be
punished more harshly than noncondemners who
do not also lie, indicating that 7- to 9-year-olds do
attach some cost to falsely signaling one’s moral
behavior through condemnation.

Study 4

Our first three studies demonstrate that at least by
the time children are 7 years old, they treat con-
demnation as a signal of future behavior. Our
studies so far provide more mixed results with
younger children. One explanation is that younger
children merely did not understand our methods
and had trouble following the vignettes, particu-
larly when both actors were associated with the
word “stealing” as in Study 3. Alternatively,
younger children may specifically struggle to use
condemnation to predict behavior. Study 4
attempts to delineate between these two explana-
tions. If younger children are merely having trou-
ble following the vignettes, then they should not
be able to predict stealing behavior based on a
character’s explicitly positive attitude towards
stealing. Study 4 uses the same paradigm as Stud-
ies 1–3 to ask children about a character who con-
demns stealing and a character who praises
stealing. If younger children are confused by our
methods, then they should again make predictions
at chance (as seen in Study 3) since both characters
are associated with stealing. However, we hypoth-
esize that children should be able to use positive
attitudes toward stealing to predict behavior, and
will expect the character who praises stealing to be
more likely to steal than the condemner. Express-
ing positive attitudes toward stealing might indi-
cate a preference for that behavior, and we know
that younger children can make predictions about
others’ behavior based on preferences (Heyes &
Frith, 2014; Wimmer & Perner, 1983). We had no
specific predictions about who children would
think should be punished more harshly: a

Figure 4. Study 3 results. Mean percent of children in each age
group selecting the condemner of stealing over the denier of
stealing (*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001).
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condemner of stealing (e.g., for being hypocritical)
or a praiser of stealing (e.g., for endorsing an
immoral behavior that they engage in).

Method

Participants

Again, participants were recruited and run at
the local science museum. Sixty-seven 4- to
9-year-olds (Mage = 81.30 months, SD = 18.71, 39
female) were tested. Again, data were split and
analyzed by age group: twenty-nine 7- to 9-year-
olds (Mage = 99.24 months, SD = 9.74 months, 16
female) and thirty-eight 4- to 6-year-olds
(Mage = 67.56 months, SD = 10.22 months, 23
female). No children were excluded from analysis.

Procedure

Participants were told stories similar in structure
to the previous studies. The same dolls were used
to represent the characters, and again gender
matched to participants with the same counterbal-
ancing. Children were again told of two classmates,
one who condemns stealing and one who does not,
except that here the noncondemner actually praises
stealing (“(S)he tells people how much she likes
stealing, and that stealing is really, really good”).
Participants were asked to predict which character
(the condemner or the praiser) stole. It is revealed
that both characters stole, and participants were
asked who should be punished more harshly for
stealing. Comprehension checks were dropped for
ease of running since very few participants in our
previous studies were excluded based on these
checks.

Results

Prediction Measure

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
reveal whether children’s predictions of which char-
acter was more likely to steal changed with age.
Age was set as the continuous factor and character
prediction (between condemner and praiser) as the
binary dependent variable. The analysis revealed an
effect of age on choice, Wald v2(1, N = 67) = 4.53,
p = .033. With age, children were significantly less
likely to predict that the condemner was the one
who stole. Binomial sign tests revealed that both
older children (5 of 29, 17%, p < .001) and younger
children (11 of 38, 29%, p = .014) predicted that the

condemner would steal at levels significantly below
chance. That is, older children and younger children
both expected the condemner would be less likely
to steal when compared to someone who praised
stealing.

Punishment Measure

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to
reveal whether children’s judgments of which char-
acter should receive harsher punishment changed
with age. Age was set as the continuous factor and
character prediction (between condemner and prai-
ser) as the binary dependent variable. The analysis
revealed that age did not affect choice, Wald v2(1,
N = 67) = 2.04, p = .153. Binomial sign tests
revealed that older children did not differentially
desire punishment for the condemner (16 out of 29,
55%, p = .711) and praiser of stealing, whereas
younger children were significantly less likely to
select the condemner (8 of 38, 21%, p < .001) than
the praiser. In other words, older children’s judg-
ments of punishment were at chance, whereas
younger children desired harsher punishment for
the praiser of stealing than the condemner (see
Figure 5).

Discussion

In line with our predictions, both older and
younger children predicted that a character who
praises stealing would be more likely to steal than
a character who condemns stealing. These results
suggest that younger children are not merely con-
fused by our paradigm: If younger children were,
in fact, only selecting who might steal based on
who is associated with the word “stealing,” we

Figure 5. Study 4 results. Mean percent of children in each age
group selecting the condemner of stealing over the praiser of
stealing (*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001).
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ought to have seen chance results as in Study 3.
However, even the younger children predicted that
someone who praised stealing was more likely to
steal than someone who condemned stealing. If
children treat the positive attitude toward stealing
as a preference, it makes sense that younger chil-
dren can make these predictions, as previous work
has indicated that even younger children can pre-
dict future behavior based on preference (Heyes &
Frith, 2014; Wimmer & Perner, 1983). Taken
together with our previous results, it seems that
young children have a specific difficulty with mak-
ing predictions about one’s future behavior based
on condemnation.

We did not have any particular predictions about
how children would punish the praiser or the con-
demner; the praiser seems like a more of an ostensi-
bly “bad” person, but the condemner is
hypocritical. In our study, we found that older chil-
dren were at chance in deciding whether the praiser
or condemner of stealing should be punished more
harshly. Interestingly, younger children desired
harsher punishment for the character who praised
stealing over the character who condemned steal-
ing. However, older children may have conflicting
intuitions about who deserves more punishment—
the person who directly praises the immoral action
of stealing or the hypocritical condemner—younger
children did not have these conflicting intuitions,
perhaps because they do not appreciate the hypoc-
risy of condemning an action and then engaging in
it anyway. This result is partially in line with how
younger children have responded in our previous
studies—they tend to think that the person who
they predicted would steal should be punished
more harshly. Younger children’s judgments of
punishment in these situations are interesting, but
further investigation of these judgments is beyond
the scope of the current article and should be fol-
lowed up in future research. Broadly, the results of
our studies suggest that younger children are able
to make predictions based on people’s preferences,
but that they have specific difficulties with making
predictions about future behavior based on con-
demnation.

General Discussion

These studies demonstrate that by age 7, children
begin to treat moral condemnation as a signal of
one’s future moral behavior. In four studies, we
found that 7- to 9-year-old children (“older chil-
dren”) predicted that a condemner of stealing

would be less likely to steal than a noncondemner.
Older children predicted that a condemner of steal-
ing would be less likely to steal than someone who
said broccoli was gross (Study 1). They also pre-
dicted that a condemner of stealing would be less
likely to steal than someone who made a moral
statement praising a prosocial action (“sharing is
really, really good,” Study 2a) and also someone
who explicitly denied ever stealing (“I never steal,”
Study 3). This is not because older children always
think that condemners are more moral than others;
they predicted that someone who praises sharing is
more likely to share than someone who condemns
stealing, suggesting that they do not think that
someone who condemns stealing is broadly more
moral (2b). These data suggest that older children
appear to treat moral condemnation of an action as
a signal that one will not do that action. Further-
more, we found that this signal has a cost attached
to it: although older children think that a condem-
ner is unlikely to steal, conditional on being caught
stealing they think a condemner should be pun-
ished more harshly than someone who never made
a claim about stealing (Studies 1 and 2a).

Seven- to 9-year-old children in our studies met
both criteria of treating condemnation as a costly
signal. However, 4- to 6-year-old children did not
appear to treat moral condemnation of stealing as a
signal that one would not steal. Indeed, they
instead were somewhat suspicious of someone for
mentioning stealing, and tended to predict that the
condemner was more likely to steal (Studies 1 and
2). However, when both characters mentioned the
word stealing, children no longer differentiated
between the two characters, which suggest that
younger children were merely making their selec-
tions based on which character was associated with
the word stealing (Study 3). Importantly, younger
children were not unable to make predictions about
the characters’ behaviors based on the characters’
preferences; they clearly knew that someone who
liked and praised stealing was more likely to steal
than someone who condemned it (Study 4). Taken
together, these studies suggest that older children
treat moral condemnation as a signal, whereas
younger children do not seem to do so.

Our results join a growing body of research sug-
gesting that by the time children are 7–8 years old,
they can make nuanced judgments about others’
social signaling behaviors (for review, see Banerjee,
2002) and become increasingly adept at thinking
about deceptive reputation management tactics and
other forms of self-presentation (Banerjee & Yuill,
1999; Bennett & Matthews, 2000; Heyman et al.,
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2014; Silver & Shaw, 2018). Our results demonstrate
that, by age 7, children treat moral condemnation
as an honest signal: they thought those who con-
demned an immoral behavior were less likely to
immorally engage in that behavior, and that hypo-
critical condemners should be punished more
harshly.

The consistency in the developmental emergence
of understanding these types of strategic behaviors
suggests that there may be some underlying social
cognitive skills that develop or improve around age
7 which allow children to think about moral con-
demnation as a tactic for improving one’s own rep-
utation, and to condemn moral hypocrisy. Research
suggests that second-order reasoning about mental
states may be related to self-presentation (Banerjee
& Yuill, 1999), and is necessary but not sufficient
for an understanding of self-conscious concerns
(Bennett & Matthews, 2000). The ability to attribute
second-order mental states improves around age 6
or 7 (Perner & Wimmer, 1985), and this ability may
be important for understanding reputational strate-
gies and, thus, hypocrisy. By age 7, children may
understand that an individual who condemns steal-
ing may be manipulating others’ mental impres-
sions of herself. Indeed, with age, children show
increased skepticism when self-interested motives
are likely to be present (e.g., Heyman & Legare,
2005; Heyman et al., 2014; Mills & Keil, 2005;
Reyes-Jaquez & Echols, 2015). Furthermore, around
this age children are increasingly engaging in repu-
tation management themselves and this may afford
children with more and more learning opportuni-
ties in which there is discord between their peers’
public image and what they do privately (Silver &
Shaw, 2018). These learning experiences in social
interaction likely play an important role in chil-
dren’s developing understanding of reputation
management.

However, it is unclear from our results what, if
any, information younger children take away from
condemnation. In Studies 1 and 2 younger children,
if anything, seemed to expect the condemner to be
more likely to steal, which may have been because
the character was associated with the word stealing.
Indeed, this possibility was explored in Study 3:
when both characters mentioned negative attitudes
about stealing, younger children did not make a
clear prediction about who was more likely to
transgress. So, were younger children simply
unable to follow our scenarios? If younger children
were merely confused by our method, then they
should not have been able to make concrete predic-
tions about behavior based on a character’s positive

evaluation of a behavior, but in Study 2b even
younger children could predict that someone who
praised sharing would be more likely to share. Fur-
thermore, in Study 4, younger children were able to
predict that someone who expresses a positive atti-
tude about a stealing (“I really, really like stealing”)
would be more likely to steal than someone who
does not. This is consistent with previous work sug-
gesting that even very young children can infer
others’ preferences (Kushnir, Xu, & Wellman, 2010)
and use such preferences to predict others’ behavior
(Liu, Gelman, & Wellman, 2007; Meltzoff, 1995; Per-
ner & Wimmer, 1985).

Why else then would younger children specifi-
cally struggle with making predictions based on
negative attitudes about immoral behavior? One
possibility is that younger children may have trou-
ble reasoning about people expressing a disprefer-
ence—they inferred that someone who expressed a
positive attitude about an action would engage in
that action, but they did not predict that someone
who expressed a negative attitude about an action
would avoid that action. In line with this possibil-
ity, there is work demonstrating that young tod-
dlers struggle more with inferring dispreference
than preference (Feiman, Carey, & Cushman, 2015).
However, we believe that this is fairly unlikely for
two reasons: first, given that the children tested
here were much older than toddlers (i.e., 4- to 6-
year-olds) and that, in general, even infants and
young children are attentive to others’ negative
affect and use it to guide their own behavior (for
review, see Vaish, Grossmann, & Woodward, 2008),
we think it is highly unlikely that children are gen-
erally unable to make predictions based on dispref-
erence.

A second possibility is that younger children
have a specific difficulty making predictions about
moral behaviors based on condemnation. Some
research suggests that it is around age 6 that chil-
dren begin to show an understanding of conflicting
mental states. For example, 3- to 5-year-old children
seem to believe that it is better to be morally consis-
tent than to be conflicted (Starmans & Bloom, 2016)
and until around age 7, children seem to have diffi-
culty understanding the effect of conflicting mental
states on behavior (Choe, Keil, & Bloom, 2005). It
could be that older children are not only better able
to appreciate the motivation to manage one’s repu-
tation, but also better able to recognize that con-
demnation itself is a moral commitment to future
actions and mental states. Indeed, some research by
Hussar and Harris (2010) suggests that 6- to
10-year-old children negatively judge meat eating
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in vegetarians with moral commitments, but not in
nonvegetarians who make no such commitments,
and other work by Isella, Kanngiesser, and Toma-
sello (2018) suggests that it is not until around six
that children can infer the commitment to future
actions of speech acts like promises. Indeed,
younger children may have difficulty in under-
standing that condemnation should be a particu-
larly good signal of consistency between current
mental states (a negative attitude toward stealing)
and future actions (not stealing).

If children are having specific difficulties with
making moral predictions based on dispreference,
one could test this idea by using a design similar to
Study 1, asking children to make a prediction about
who would be more likely to eat broccoli: a child
who condemned eating broccoli or one who con-
demned stealing. If children were able to succeed
on this task (predicting that the person who con-
demned eating broccoli would not eat broccoli), it
would suggest that children’s difficulties are specifi-
cally tied to making predictions about future moral
behaviors (not just any behavior), or that they sim-
ply think that someone who mentions stealing is
more likely to do it. If they failed at this task, then
it might suggest that younger children have diffi-
culty making predictions based on condemnation
per se. Perhaps younger children find it easier to
make predictions about future behavior based on
positive attitudes or preferences because they are
aware by this point that people’s subjective prefer-
ences are predictive of their behavior, but may see
condemnation as a statement of a rule (e.g., stealing
is bad) that anyone could express but that has no
predictive force because they assume that everyone
understands that stealing is wrong. Indeed, previ-
ous work has suggested that children until about
age 6 or 7 sometimes struggle to make predictions
about immoral actions or understand that others
will commit immoral actions at all—thinking that
certain immoral actions are almost “impossible”
(Shtulman & Phillips, 2018). Future research will be
needed to investigate how children’s intuitions
about the (im)moral behavior of their peers develop
alongside their intuitions about reputation and self-
presentation (for review, see Silver & Shaw, 2018).

One important question for future research con-
cerns the specificity of condemnation as a costly
signal for the older children. Exactly what sort of
information do children glean from condemnation?
For example, would children assume that someone
who condemns stealing is more likely to refrain
from other moral transgressions, or that she is more
likely to act prosocially than others? That is, does

condemnation of stealing merely convey that the
person does not steal, or does it convey that the
person is unlikely to engage in related or unrelated
immoral behaviors more broadly? Our Study 2b
began to answer this question, at least suggesting
that condemning stealing is a stronger signal that
the condemner will refrain from stealing than it is a
signal of other moral actions such as sharing. This
result importantly indicates that there is some
specificity to the information that children extract;
however, this does not mean that children do not
extract some general signal of moral goodness from
condemnation. For example, if we asked children to
predict whether a condemner or a neutral noncon-
demner of stealing was more likely to share, they
may very well pick the condemner. We know that
adults form positive impressions of people who
condemn or punish immoral behavior (Barclay,
2006; Fessler & Haley, 2003; Jordan et al., 2017) and
so it seems likely that children may as well.

A related question concerns the strength of con-
demnation as a signal. The current studies are lim-
ited in that the condemnatory behavior of the
characters was the only information participants
could draw from in order to predict the characters’
behavior. Future work could directly address this
question by juxtaposing condemnation information
with other relevant social information. By providing
children with more information about characters
(e.g., their prior behavior, their group status, how
others evaluate them, or how they spend their time),
future studies could illuminate in which contexts
children prioritize a person’s condemnation in pre-
dicting her subsequent behavior over other relevant
pieces of social information. Indeed, our results
reveal that children think that others should be pun-
ished for being hypocritical, but the extent to which
they recognize hypocrisy may be heavily influenced
by their personal affiliations. For example, one may
be motivated to excuse the hypocrisy of a friend or
ingroup member and be particularly harsh about
similar hypocrisy from an outgroup member. There
are many open questions in this area to pursue.

Finally, we acknowledge a few limitations of the
current work. First, these studies all used a forced-
choice paradigm. We used a forced-choice para-
digm to simplify the decision set and because
forced-choice questions do approximate many
important decisions that children must make in
their daily lives—they must often make choices
about whom to trust, affiliate with, or exclude.
However, forced-choice paradigms can sometimes
obscure meaningful variance, which may lead one
to odd conclusions. For example, in our studies
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children judged that a condemner should be pun-
ished more harshly than a noncondemner for steal-
ing, but obviously this does not mean they think
the noncondemner should not be punished. If chil-
dren had been asked to rate on a scale how much
each of them should be punished, they would likely
think both characters should be punished. Moving
forward it may be valuable to include different
measures, like a trust game or other evaluations
measures, to further probe children’s moral intu-
itions about each character.

Second, these studies were conducted at a chil-
dren’s museum in the United States and so it is
unclear if these results would generalize more
broadly as most of the children tested in this para-
digm were from WEIRD cultures (Henrich, Heine,
& Norenzayan, 2010). Obviously, culture will dra-
matically influence the acts that children and
adults think are morally good, and the acts they
will condemn (Haidt, 2012; Rai & Fiske, 2011;
Rochat et al., 2009). It seems possible that culture
may also influence the extent to which condemna-
tion is treated as signal. Perhaps in other societies,
children would not make inferences about behav-
ior based on condemnation or punish others for
being hypocritical. However, because condemna-
tion is ubiquitous in a variety of societies, from
modern urban environments to small-scale hunter
gatherer societies (Boehm, 1993; Guala, 2012; Wain-
ryb & Recchia, 2013), it seems quite possible that
children in other cultures would also treat con-
demnation as a signal. Future research should
explore this possibility.

Condemnation is incredibly prevalent in the
social world and we have long known that con-
demnation begins early in ontogeny. The current
studies reveal that by age 7, children infer impor-
tant information from others’ condemnation: they
make predictions about others’ future moral behav-
ior, supporting the notion that children utilize social
information to generate predictions as they navigate
the social world. They also understand that it is
bad to condemn others for stealing if one is a thief,
indicating a truth that is commonly understood in
adults: no one likes a hypocrite.
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