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Abstract

Starting in early childhood, children are socialized to be honest. However, they are also

expected to avoid telling the truth in sensitive situations if doing so could be seen as inappropriate

or impolite. Across two studies (total N = 358), the reasoning of 3- to 5-year-old children in such

a scenario was investigated by manipulating whether the information in question would be helpful

to the recipient. The studies used a reverse rouge paradigm, in which a confederate with a highly

salient red mark on her nose asked children whether she looked okay prior to having her picture

taken. In Study 1, children tended to tell the truth only if they were able to observe that the mark

was temporary and the confederate did not know it was there. In Study 2, children tended to tell

the truth only if they were able to observe that the mark could be concealed with makeup. These

findings show that for children as young as age 3, decisions about whether to tell the truth are

influenced by the likelihood that the information would be helpful to the recipient.
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1. Introduction

Parents often report that they teach their children to always tell the truth (Heyman,

Luu, & Lee, 2009). However, in some contexts there are strong cultural norms to stay

quiet, and if children tell the truth they are likely to face negative social consequences.
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One such context involves aspects of people’s appearance that may be seen as socially

undesirable, such as obesity or physical disability. For example, many adults would disap-

prove of a child telling a woman who has rhinophyma (a skin disorder that can cause red-

ness on the nose) that there is something wrong with her nose. The present research

examines how young children respond in situations in which speaking the truth might be

seen as impolite, but also has the potential to benefit the listener.

If speaking the truth would be seen as impolite, then saying nothing can sometimes be

a socially acceptable option, but that is generally not the case when one is being asked

directly about a sensitive topic (Talwar & Lee, 2002). As a result, these types of polite-

ness dilemmas pose a conflict between telling a reassuring white lie (distorting the truth

without malicious intent; Bok, 1979) and telling an awkward truth. In responding to such

dilemmas, individuals face questions that philosophers have been struggling with for cen-

turies, such as whether lying is wrong in all cases (Kant, 1797/1949) or its moral status

depends upon the consequences (Mill, 1869). How children learn to resolve such dilem-

mas may be a precursor to related quandaries in adulthood, such as whether one should

cross ethical boundaries if doing so can be justified in terms of benefits to others (Gino,

Ayal, & Ariely, 2013; Wiltermuth, 2011).

Although little is known about how young children determine whether to tell white lies

in sensitive situations, research on responses to disappointing gifts has firmly established

that the capacity to hide the truth emerges early (Cole, 1986; Davis, 1995; Hudson & Jac-

ques, 2014; Popliger, Talwar, & Crossman, 2011; Saarni, 1984; Talwar, Murphy & Lee,

2007; Williams, Kirmayer, Simon, & Talwar, 2013; Xu, Bao, Fu, Talwar, & Lee, 2010).

By age 3, some children are able to hide their disappointment in the presence of the gift

giver (Cole, 1986), and children across a wide range of ages will claim to like a disap-

pointing gift when they are asked about it, at a rate that sometimes exceeds 50% (Popli-

ger et al., 2011; Talwar & Lee, 2002; Williams et al., 2013). Popliger et al. (2011) found

that children were more likely to falsely claim to like a gift when the personal costs were

low (i.e., if it did not require them to surrender a desirable gift), and Williams et al.

(2013) found that children were more likely to make such claims to strangers than to

their parents.

An important question that has been largely unanswered by prior research is whether

children’s decisions to lie in these situations are based on an evaluation of potential con-

sequences for the recipient (a rich interpretation; see Warneken & Orlins, 2015). This

question speaks to a broad theoretical debate about the extent to which young children

consider the ultimate goals of their social behavior (see Martin & Olson, 2013). It is not

possible to resolve this debate using the disappointing gifts paradigm because children

tend to have a wide range of experience with gift-giving, and they may receive direct

instruction from adults about what constitutes socially appropriate behavior in these con-

texts.

There is evidence that some aspects of children’s other-oriented social behavior war-

rant a rich interpretation (Martin & Olson, 2013; Warneken, 2013, 2015). For example,

by the time children reach age 2 they are more likely to spontaneously help an experi-

menter who drops an object without appearing to notice it, as compared to an
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experimenter who drops an object on purpose (Warneken, 2013). However, spontaneously

offering help by retrieving a dropped object differs from telling a prosocial lie in some

important ways. Children might be able learn a relatively straightforward social rule

about picking up dropped objects via social observation or explicit instruction. In con-

trast, it is likely that most children are exposed to contradictory messages about when it

is acceptable to tell a lie (Heyman et al., 2009). Learning how to tell white lies based on

social observation is complicated by the fact that it may be difficult to differentiate a

polite lie from the truth. For example, if an adult claims that a child has done a great job

of cleaning up the kitchen, the child may have no way of knowing whether the adult is

being sincere.

A study by Warneken and Orlins (2015) suggests that a rich interpretation of lying in

other-oriented situations may be warranted for children age 7 and older. In that study,

children between the ages of 7 and 11 were significantly more likely to falsely tell an

experimenter that her artwork was good if she expressed sadness about it rather than

indifference, which suggests that they were sensitive to the likely consequences of their

actions for the experimenter. However, it is not clear whether children would show this

type of sensitivity in the absence of explicit emotional cues or whether they might be fol-

lowing a relatively straightforward set of context-specific social rules.

1.1. The present research

We investigated whether young children would show selective truth telling about a

sensitive topic in a way that takes the consequences for the target of the communication

into account. Specifically, we examined whether children would be more likely to truth-

fully acknowledge a problem with an adult confederate’s appearance if doing so could be

expected to be helpful. We used a reverse rouge paradigm that is based on a procedure

developed by Talwar and Lee (2002). In that study, children ages 3–7 interacted with an

adult confederate who had a salient mark on her nose, and asked the child whether she

looked okay prior to having her picture taken. Most of the participants told her that she

looked okay. In the present study, we adapted this paradigm to examine whether children

would make use of contextual cues about whether the confederate might find a truthful

assessment of her appearance helpful.

Because of the novelty of the dilemma posed by the reverse rouge paradigm, it is unli-

kely that a decision to tell a white lie would reflect a learned context-specific response.

Instead, it would presumably need to be based on a more abstract understanding of how

to act in ways that benefit others, which may involve applying more general moral princi-

ples that children have learned (e.g., the importance of being nice to people) in a new

context.

We conducted two experiments with children starting at age 3, an age at which previ-

ous research suggests children first begin to tell white lies (Talwar & Lee, 2002). We also

included preschool-age children to explore whether there might be developmental change

across the preschool years. We did so based on the assumption that age-related increases

in cognitive capacities such as theory of mind might support more sophisticated reasoning
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in white lie contexts, even though Talwar and Lee (2002) found no evidence of such age-

related change.

The study was conducted in Hangzhou, China, and a convenience sample was used.

All children in the classrooms where testing took place who had consent from a parent or

legal guardian and who said that they wanted to participate were included, and data col-

lection took place over a 1-month period.

2. Study 1

The goal of Study 1 was to examine whether children’s tendency to tell the truth about

an adult confederate’s salient facial mark would vary based on whether telling the truth

was likely to be helpful. Specifically, we compared an accidental condition that was

designed to make it clear that the confederate would benefit from being told the truth

about the mark, to a Non-accidental condition that was designed to make it clear that the

confederate had nothing to gain from being told the truth, as well as a baseline condition

that did not involve any clear cues as to whether the confederate would benefit from

being told the truth.

In the accidental condition the confederate entered the room without a red mark on her

nose, and acquired it accidentally in the process of sneezing. Presumably, telling the truth

in this situation would be unambiguously helpful because the red mark was not perma-

nent, and if the confederate knew about it she would have an opportunity to remove it

before having her picture taken.

In the Non-accidental condition, the confederate entered the room with a red mark

already on her nose. Before she asked the child whether she looked okay to take a pic-

ture, she looked at herself in the mirror in front of the child and made no expression of

surprise or concern about the red mark. In this situation, given the confederate’s apparent

awareness of the red mark, which could be assumed to be permanent, telling her the truth

would not be helpful.

In the baseline condition, which was modeled on the procedure of Talwar and Lee

(2002), there were no specific cues about whether the information would be helpful to

the confederate. In this condition, the confederate entered the room with a red mark on

her nose already, as was the case in the Non-accidental condition, but unlike in that con-

dition she never looked at the mirror. This condition was included to determine whether

any difference that might be seen between the other two conditions could be attributed to

the cues about whether the information would be helpful.

Based on the findings of Talwar and Lee (2002), we predicted that children in the acci-

dental condition would tell the truth more often than the children in the Non-accidental

and baseline conditions, but there would be no significant difference between the Non-ac-

cidental and baseline conditions. We made this prediction because Talwar and Lee (2002)

found that a substantial majority of children told a white lie in a condition that most clo-

sely resembled our baseline condition, which suggests that children may have a default

tendency to tell a white lie in these types of situations. Also, based on the findings of
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Talwar and Lee (2002), we did not expect to see any age effects, but we thought it might

be possible that there would be larger differences between conditions among the 5-year-

olds due to their greater social experience and cognitive capacity.

2.1. Method

2.1.1. Participants
Participants were a total of 237 children between ages 3 and 6 (Mage = 54.38 months,

SD = 10.27, 47% male). All were from the same preschool. Sample sizes were deter-

mined in advance based on estimates derived from Talwar and Lee (2002).

From the initial group of 237 children, 30 (Mage = 56.07 months, SD = 11.82, 53%

male) were assigned to a No Mark Manipulation Check condition that was designed to

confirm the assumption that children will tell a confederate with no obvious mark on her

face that she looks okay to have her picture taken.

All of the remaining 207 participants were initially assigned to one of the experi-

mental conditions, and 20 of them were excluded for various reasons. Specifically, two

were excluded because the experimenter failed to collect their precise birthdates, five

were excluded due to errors in conducting the procedure, and 13 were excluded for

failing an awareness manipulation check that was included at the end of the procedure

(five of these children were in the accidental condition and eight were in the Non-acci-

dental condition).

The final sample of 187 children (Mage = 54.12 months, SD = 10.02, 48% male)

included 63 participants in the accidental condition (Mage = 55.49 months, SD = 9.61,

51% male), 61 in the Non-accidental condition (Mage = 53.95 months, SD = 9.50, 41%

male), and 63 in the baseline condition (Mage = 52.91 months, SD = 10.86, 51% male).

The sample was 100% Han Chinese from working class and middle-class families, and

the average parental education level was high school graduate. Children lived in high-

density residential neighborhoods and attended a preschool in their neighborhood.

Informed consent was obtained from all parents or legal guardians prior to the beginning

of the study and oral assent was obtained from all participants.

2.1.2. Design and procedure
This study used a between-subjects design to examine children’s responses to a confed-

erate with a conspicuous red mark on her nose who asked if she looked okay to be pho-

tographed (see Fig. 1). Children were randomly assigned to one of three conditions. In

the accidental condition the confederate entered the room without a red mark and

acquired the mark by touching her nose with her hand as she pretended to sneeze. In the

Non-accidental condition the confederate entered the room with a red mark on her nose,

looked at her face in a mirror in front of the child, and showed no emotional response to

the mark. In the baseline condition the confederate entered the room with a red mark on

her nose but she did not look in the mirror, which left it unclear as to whether the mark

was permanent or the confederate knew that it was there.
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The procedure was conducted by two researchers who played one of two roles: an

experimenter and a confederate. Each role was sometimes performed by a female

researcher and sometimes by a male researcher, with the two roles counterbalanced. (To

simplify the descriptions, we consistently refer to the confederate using feminine pro-

nouns and the experimenter using masculine pronouns throughout the paper.)

Children were tested individually. They first completed a game with the experimenter

and earned a small prize. The confederate then knocked on the door, entered the room

with a Polaroid-style instant camera, and took the child’s picture with it. Next, the con-

federate asked the child to take a picture of her. After the child agreed, he or she was

instructed on how to use the camera and was reminded to make sure to look at the con-

federate through the viewfinder before pressing the button.

Next, the confederate performed an action that varied by experimental condition. In

the accidental condition, the confederate, who had entered the room without a mark on

her nose, pretended to sneeze and in so doing touched her nose with her hand, which left

a red mark on her nose (the confederate had surreptitiously hidden some makeup rouge

on her index finger). In the Non-accidental condition, the confederate, who already had a

conspicuous red mark on her nose when she entered the room, looked at the mirror in

front of the child and straightened her hair and clothing. In the baseline condition, the

confederate walked into the room with a conspicuous mark on her nose and did not check

her appearance in the mirror. In all conditions, the confederate asked the child: “Before

you take a picture of me, do I look okay for the picture?”

Fig. 1. Example image of a confederate.
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After the photo was taken, the confederate removed it from the camera, placed it on

the table to develop, and left the room. The experimenter returned, and once the picture

finished developing, as an awareness manipulation check, he asked the child whether the

confederate looked okay in it. We coded children’s responses to the confederate and to

the experimenter to assess whether they had told a white lie about the confederate’s unu-

sual appearance. Only a pattern of telling the confederate that she looked okay and then

telling the experimenter that the confederate did not look okay met the definition of tell-

ing a white lie about the confederate’s appearance.

As noted above, in addition to the three experimental conditions, a separate group of

children completed the No Mark Manipulation Check. The purpose of this check was to

determine whether children would respond in the affirmative to an adult who asks

whether she looks okay to have her picture taken. It was conducted in the same manner

as the baseline condition, except that the confederate did not have a mark on her nose.

2.2. Results

Preliminary analyses showed no effect of the gender of the participant, the confederate,

or the experimenter, so these variables were not included in subsequent analyses. As

noted above, 11 children failed the awareness manipulation check. They did so by

responding “yes” to both the confederate’s question, “Do I look okay for the picture?”

and the experimenter’s question, “Does she [the confederate] look okay in the picture?”

This response was considered a manipulation check failure because it is possible that

these children really thought that the confederate looked okay.

Each child was classified as a truth-teller if he or she truthfully told the confederate that

she did not look okay, and as a white-lie-teller if he or she told the confederate that she

looked okay and also told the experimenter that the confederate did not look okay. The per-

cent of younger and older children (as defined by a median split, with children less than

54 months old assigned to the younger group) in each condition who were classified as

truth-tellers is shown in Table 1. Fig. 2 presents the same data collapsed across age.

We conducted a binary logistic regression on children’s white lie-telling behavior

(0 = white-lie teller, 1 = truth-teller) with age in months entered on the first step, condition

(0 = baseline condition, 1 = accidental condition, 2 = Non-accidental condition) on the

second step, and the age by condition interaction entered on the final step. While the first

step with age was not significant, the second step with condition was significant. A priori

contrasts with the Non-accidental condition as the reference revealed that children in the

accidental condition were more likely to tell the truth to the confederate than children in the

Non-accidental condition, B = 1.72, Wald (1) = 17.64, p < .001, odds ratio = 5.51, which

suggest that the odds of children telling the truth in the accidental condition are 5.51 times

higher than in the Non-accidental condition. However, there was no difference in the truth-

telling tendency in the baseline condition or in the Non-accidental condition. The final step

with the interaction term was not significant. The full model is shown in Table 2.

Finally, among the separate group of 30 children who participated in the No Mark

Manipulation Check, all but one 3-year-old stated that the experimenter looked okay for
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the picture. Thus, when there is no clear reason to believe otherwise, children as young

as 3 have a strong tendency to tell adults that they look okay for taking a picture.

2.3. Discussion

The results of Study 1 show that even young children were more likely to tell an adult

confederate that she did not look okay for a picture if it seemed likely that the confeder-

ate would find the information helpful. Comparisons with the baseline condition indicate

that the effect resulted from cues that the information would be helpful (the accidental

condition), rather than from cues that the information would not be helpful (the Non-acci-

dental condition). These findings suggest that children’s default position is to tell white

lies about aspects of people’s appearance that could be viewed as undesirable, unless they

have reason to believe that the disclosure would be helpful.

Table 1

Percent of children in studies 1 and 2 classified as truth tellers, by age group and condition

Condition

Younger Children Older Children Total

n
Truth-

teller Mage (SD) n
Truth-

teller Mage (SD) n
Truth-

teller Mage (SD)

Study 1

Accidental 27 63.0% 45.82 (3.77) 36 58.3% 62.75 (5.16) 63 60.3% 55.49 (9.61)

Non-accidental 31 22.6% 45.81 (4.76) 30 23.3% 62.37 (4.35) 61 23.0% 53.95 (9.50)

Baseline 35 37.1% 44.54 (5.53) 28 14.3% 63.36 (5.31) 63 27.0% 52.91 (10.86)

Study 2

Helpful 30 67.0% 46.55 (1.85) 31 61.3% 71.87 (5.01) 61 63.9% 59.42 (13.31)

Baseline 30 30.0% 47.17 (1.65) 30 26.7% 70.41 (4.02) 60 28.3% 58.79 (12.11)

Fig. 2. Percentage of children who told the truth in each condition of Study 1 and Study 2.
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3. Study 2

Study 1 showed that young children were more likely to acknowledge a problem with

an adult confederate’s appearance when this information was likely be helpful to the

recipient (the accidental condition) than when the utility of disclosing this information

was not clear (the Non-accidental and baseline conditions). However, it is possible that

children made this distinction based on cues other than the extent to which the informa-

tion might be helpful. For example, they might have focused on the fact that in the acci-

dental condition there was a change in the confederate’s appearance (going from no mark

on the nose to a mark on the nose), and the salience of this transition could have influ-

enced the results. To verify our interpretation of the results of Study 1, in Study 2 we

added a helpful condition in which the confederate explained why it would be helpful to

know if there was a problem (i.e., because any red marks can be concealed with

makeup). We also included a baseline condition that was similar to the baseline condition

of Study 1. Based on the findings of Study 1, we predicted that children would tell the

truth more in the helpful condition, and that there would be no age effect, and no interac-

tion between age and condition.

3.1. Method

3.1.1. Participants
Participants were a total of 121 Chinese children between 3 and 6 years of age

(Mage = 59.11 months, SD = 12.68, 45% male). An a priori power analysis (G Power

3.1; see Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009) was run to determine the appropriate

Table 2

Results of binary logistic regression on children’s white-lie telling behavior (Study 1)

Variable

Model 1

df = 1

Model 2

df = 3

Model 3

df = 5

B SE OR B SE OR B SE OR

Constant 0.50 0.84 1.65 0.41 0.93 10.50 �1.42 1.78 0.24

Age in months �0.02 0.02 0.98 �0.03 0.02 0.97 0.004 0.03 1.00

Condition

Non-accidental Reference Reference

Accidental 1.71 0.41 5.51** 2.64 2.35 14.02

Baseline 0.18 0.42 1.20 4.27 2.36 71.61

Age 9 Condition

Age 9 Accidental �0.02 0.04 0.98

Age 9 Baseline �0.08 0.05 0.92

�2 Log likelihood 244.65 220.44 216.65

v2 = 1.60, p = .207 v2 = 25.81, p < .001 v2 = 29.59, p < .001

Nagelkerke R2 .012 .18 .20

Note. **p < .001.
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sample size for Study 2, which showed that a sample of 116 participants was sufficient to

achieve 90% power. All of the children attended a different preschool in Hangzhou,

China, the same city where Study 1 was conducted, and the sample demographics were

the same as in Study 1. Children were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: the

helpful condition (n = 61, Mage = 59.42 months, SD = 13.31, 49% male) or the baseline

condition (n = 60, Mage = 58.79 months, SD = 12.11, 40% male).

3.1.2. Design and procedure
The procedure for the helpful condition and the baseline condition were similar to that

of the Non-accidental and baseline conditions of Study 1. In each condition, the confeder-

ate entered the room with a mark on her nose and told the child, “I need you to help me

take a photo. This photo is important because I will use it to find a job.” The confederate

then showed the child how to use the camera (this time the camera feature on a small

tablet computer was used rather than the Polaroid-style camera that was used in Study 1).

In the helpful condition the confederate then stated, “When I have allergies, my nose can

turn red and look ugly. When that happens I usually use make-up to cover it. [showing
the makeup kit] But sometimes I forget. Like a few days ago, I forgot to use makeup.” In

the baseline condition the experimenter made no such statement. In both conditions, par-

ticipants were then told, “Okay, please take a picture of me. Before you take the photo,

do I look okay for the picture?” We did not include any manipulation checks because of

the low failure rates that were seen in Study 1.

3.2. Results

Preliminary analyses showed no effect of the gender of participant, so the data were

combined across this factor for subsequent analyses. Fig. 2 shows the percent of children

who told the truth in each condition. As can be seen from the table, most of the children

in the helpful condition told the truth, and most of the children in the baseline condition

told a white lie.

We conducted a binary logistic regression on children’s white lie-telling behavior

(0 = white-lie-teller, 1 = truth-teller) with age in months entered on the first step, condi-

tion (0 = baseline condition, 1 = helpful condition) on the second step, and the age by

condition interaction entered on the final step. While the first step with age was not sig-

nificant, the second step with condition was significant. Specifically, children in the help-

ful condition were significantly more likely to tell the truth compared to children in the

baseline condition, B = 1.50, Wald (1) = 14.73, p < .001, odds ratio = 4.50, suggesting

that the odds of children telling the truth in the helpful condition were 4.5 times higher

than in the baseline condition. The final step with the interaction term was not significant.

The full model is shown in Table 3.

3.3. Discussion

The results of Study 2 showed that both 3- and 5-year-old children were more likely

to tell the confederate the truth about the red mark on her face when the potential

10 of 17 G. D. Heyman et al. / Cognitive Science 44 (2020)



helpfulness of this information was made salient. These results provide further evidence

that children as young as age 3 consider the potential helpfulness of sensitive information

when deciding how to communicate about it. In Study 2, as in Study 1, we did not find

evidence of age effects, but further research will be needed to confirm this given that we

only used the condition difference and not the age interaction from Study 1 to determine

our sample size.

It seems likely that older children and adults would view the confederate’s statement

in the helpful condition about forgetting to put on makeup as an implicit attempt to com-

municate that the child is expected to tell the truth. However, it is not obvious that young

children would understand this, given their difficulties with pragmatic inferences (e.g.,

Barner, Brooks, & Bale, 2011). The ability of children in the present study to make this

inference suggests that they were able to pick up on cues about what behaviors would be

seen as helpful in the absence of explicit instruction, and that they were able to use this

information to inform their decisions about whether to tell a white lie or respond truth-

fully.

4. General discussion

We investigated the selectivity of young children’s truth-telling by examining how 3-

to 5-year-olds would respond when faced with a conflict between two social expectations:

to always tell the truth, and to refrain from referring to undesirable aspects of another

person’s appearance. We used a reverse rouge paradigm in which participants had to

decide whether to tell a confederate about a salient red mark on her nose. We found that

by age 3, most children acknowledged that there was a problem only when there was

clear evidence that doing so was likely to be helpful, and therefore unlikely to be offen-

sive to the recipient. In Study 1, children were more likely to convey the truth in a

Table 3

Results of binary logistic regression on children’s white-lie telling behavior (Study 2)

Variable

Model 1

df = 1

Model 2

df = 2

Model 3

df = 3

B SE OR B SE OR B SE OR

Constant �0.04 0.87 0.97 �0.71 0.95 0.49 �0.60 1.43 0.55

Age in months 0.00 0.01 1.00 0.00 0.02 1.00 �0.01 0.02 0.99

Condition

Baseline Reference Reference

Helpful 1.50 0.39 4.50** 1.32 1.89 3.73

Age 9 Condition

Age 9 Helpful 0.00 0.03 1.00

�2 Log likelihood 167.05 151.23 151.22

v2 = 0.02, p = .895 v2 = 15.84, p < .001 v2 = 15.85, p = .001

Nagelkerke R2 .00 .16 .16

Note. **p < .001.
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condition in which it was clear that the mark was temporary and the confederate did not

know about it, as compared to two other conditions in which it was not clear that learn-

ing of the red mark would be helpful. In Study 2, children were more likely to tell the

truth if it was clear that the confederate had a readily available solution to the problem

(i.e., the application of makeup). Although the participants in the two studies might

appear to have relied upon substantially different types of cues, at a broader level the pat-

terns of reasoning in both studies can best be explained in terms of reasoning about

whether telling the truth would be likely to benefit the recipient.

Our findings add to a growing body of evidence that young children sometimes hide

the truth if expressing it might hurt others’ feelings (Cole, 1986; Davis, 1995; Hudson &

Jacques, 2014; Popliger et al., 2011; Saarni, 1984; Talwar et al., 2007; Warneken &

Orlins, 2015; Williams et al., 2013; Xu et al., 2010). More importantly, our findings pro-

vide evidence for a rich interpretation of white lies in which young children consider the

ultimate goals of their social behavior (see Martin & Olson, 2013). This suggests that

young children can act in accordance with utilitarian philosophical views by taking into

account the likely consequences of lie-telling (Mill, 1869), and appreciate that the possi-

bility that lying can sometimes do more good than harm (Harvey, Davoodi, & Blake,

2018).

Our results help rule out the possibility that young children are capable of lying only

when they have learned a specific behavioral rule about how to act in that specific con-

text, such as being taught to say they like gifts even when they do not. Further research

will be needed to identify the mechanism that best explains the present findings, includ-

ing whether children are applying general rules they have learned about being prosocial

in a new context.

The present findings show that children were highly responsive to cues about what

would be helpful to the confederate, but one cannot be certain that they were acting

solely or even primarily out of a concern for her interests. Previous research suggests that

in some circumstances, children’s self-interest motives play an important role in their

decisions about whether to tell other-oriented lies (Popliger et al., 2011). We agree with

Martin and Olson (2015) that prosocial lying, like other forms of prosocial behavior, can

involve a complex set of intertwined motives, and that prosocial behaviors could have

evolved because of their potential to benefit the self. It is likely that even our youngest

participants were aware that it is often in their self-interest to behave in ways that help

others. Children of this age may also believe that their self-interest can best be advanced

by considering the extent to which the information they convey is likely to be seen as

helpful. One question for future research is whether this assumption would be overridden

if children had a reason to believe that the person they are speaking to would be unhappy

to hear them tell the truth despite it being potentially helpful, as would be the case if

someone asked for constructive performance feedback while making it clear that negative

evaluations are not welcome.

A related question is the extent to which children’s behaviors might be driven by their

intuitions about social obligations or causing offense, rather than a concern for the wel-

fare of others. Again, we argue that these motives are often closely intertwined, and that
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several may come into play when children and adults decide whether to tell white lies. It

is also likely that children’s judgments about obligations or offense are informed by their

beliefs about what can cause or prevent harm. However, it will still be valuable for future

researchers to systematically investigate how children are able to prioritize these consid-

erations when they are pitted against each other. For example, one could ask what chil-

dren would do in the context of the present paradigm if they believed that the mark was

permanent but could easily be concealed with makeup. If children told the truth about the

red mark, it would suggest they prioritized pragmatic concerns, but if they told a white

lie it would suggest that they prioritized information about the emotional ramifications

for the confederate.

Our findings are consistent with previous work suggesting that a wide range of proso-

cial tendencies are present by age 3, and that by this age children have already acquired

substantial knowledge about culturally appropriate ways to respond to the needs of others

(Hay & Cook, 2007). However, the results also raise questions about why no clear

changes were seen after age 3, given the substantial social cognitive changes that children

go through between the ages of 3 and 5 (e.g., regarding theory of mind, which is thought

to be especially important in relation to lying; Ding et al., 2014). Nevertheless, children

do have the capacity to lie by 3 years of age (Evans & Lee, 2013), which suggests that

they may not require an explicit understanding of false beliefs in order to lie (see Talwar

& Lee, 2002). It may be that for certain types of prosocial lying, like other forms of

prosocial behavior, being able to infer the social goals of others is sufficient (see Warne-

ken, 2013). If this is the case, then one would expect greater age-related change when

social goals are difficult to infer. It is also possible that there would be greater age-related

change in a situational context that supports a wider array of socially-appropriate

responses, such as the opportunity to redirect the conversation away from sensitive

topics.

The present evidence of context-sensitive lying by age 3 stands in contrast to evidence

that children do not show strong context sensitivity in their moral evaluation of white lie

telling until about age 11. For example, Ma, Xu, Heyman, and Lee (2011) found that 11-

year-olds, unlike 7- and 9-year-olds, considered telling white lies to be more acceptable

in public than in private. This difference parallels related findings in social cognitive

development, such as work on misleading emotional display rules (Gross & Harris, 1988;

Reissland, & Harris, 1991), that suggests explicit reasoning develops later than behavior.

It is also likely that the situational cues that were provided to the children in the present

research were especially salient for them.

Our findings add to a growing literature on young children as sophisticated consumers

of information that they obtain from others (Birch, Vauthier, & Bloom, 2008; Corriveau

& Harris, 2009; Einav & Robinson, 2011; Harris, 2007; Jaswal & Malone, 2007; Jaswal

& Neely, 2006; Koenig & Harris, 2005; Lane, Wellman, & Gelman, 2013; Mills, 2013;

Nurmsoo & Robinson, 2009; Sobel & Kushnir, 2013) by showing that they can also act

as sophisticated producers of information for others. Our work also builds on previous

findings regarding young children’s capacity to use knowledge about their audience to

guide how they act and communicate (Botto & Rochat, 2018; Engelmann, Herrmann, &
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Tomasello, 2012, 2018; Fu, Evans, Xu, & Lee, 2012; Leimgruber, Shaw, Santos, &

Olson, 2012).

We recommend that future research on this topic include samples from multiple cul-

tural contexts to examine the generalizability of the findings. It is possible that children

in China will show earlier context sensitivity than will children in the West due to a

greater cultural emphasis in China on the context in which communication takes place

(Bond, 1986). There is also evidence that there may be cross-cultural differences in

beliefs and practices regarding the socialization of display rules (Garrett-Peters & Fox,

2007; Joshi & MacLean, 1997).

Children’s lie-telling may differ between Eastern and Western cultures when the lies

involve values for which there is a strong cultural difference in emphasis, such as mod-

esty. For example, Fu, Heyman, Cameron, and Lee (2016) found that children in China

were more likely to tell modest lies than were children in Canada. However, there is

no reason to expect strong cross-cultural differences in telling white lies to protect peo-

ple’s feelings, and the limited evidence that is available does not suggest that any such

differences exist. For example, Talwar and Lee (2002) presented Canadian children with

a condition that was closely related to our baseline condition, and a substantial majority

told white lies. Other manipulations have been found to have similar effects on lying

rates in Eastern and Western samples, such as ones designed to promote self-awareness

(Bender, O’Connor, & Evans, 2018; Ding et al., 2019; Ross, Anderson, & Campbell,

2011), which is also consistent with the idea that our findings are likely to generalize

across cultures.

Further research will be needed to better understand links between cognition and

behavior in white lie contexts, including looking at why young children decide to lie or

tell the truth in specific contexts. Individual differences in responses should also be

examined. One factor that may make a difference is temperament. Laible, Carlo, Mur-

phy, Augustine, and Roesch (2014) found that children who showed moderate or high

regulation and moderate or low negative emotionality tended to be rated as the most

prosocial.

Taken together, the present findings suggest that even young children can be highly

selective when deciding whether to disclose information about sensitive topics. An impor-

tant factor guiding this selectivity is their perceptions of the best interests of the recipient.

Given young children’s reputation for blurting out embarrassing truths, this level of

sophistication is somewhat surprising. One possible explanation is that young children

have relatively poor inhibitory control (Ding et al., 2014; Zelazo, Carlson, & Kesek,

2008), so they sometimes blurt out the truth in ways that adults find memorable. In addi-

tion, it may be that young children understand that telling the truth can sometimes be

problematic, but may sometimes find it hard to know when and how to apply this under-

standing. For example, a young child might have difficulty recognizing that commenting

on someone’s weight or wrinkles is generally seen as inappropriate. Thus, although our

results show that by age 3, children can selectively communicate about what they know

to be true, the ability to apply this basic understanding across a range of sensitive situa-

tions may require substantial social experience.
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