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Third-party intervention is a cornerstone of cooperative societies, yet we know little about how children
develop an understanding of this social behavior. The present work generates a cross-cultural and
developmental picture of how 6-, 9-, and 12-year-olds (N = 447) across four societies (India, Germany,
Uganda, and the United States) reason about third-party intervention. To do so, we measured children’s
obligation judgments and unstructured descriptions of third-party intervention. Although some cultural
differences emerged, 6-year-olds largely considered bystanders as obligated to respond to wrongdoing,
regardless of the bystander’s social position. In contrast, 9- and 12-year-olds were more likely to exclusively
ascribe this social responsibility to people in positions of authority. Despite these age differences, children
of all ages generated role-specific descriptions of third-party intervention, with authority figures intervening
in distinct ways from peers. For authority figures, children in India and Uganda described third-party
intervention as involving corporal punishment or unspecified punishment, whereas children in the United
States described such intervention as involving only verbal intervention (i.e., telling someone to stop). For
peers, children in all societies described third-party intervention as involving reporting misdeeds to an
authority. Collectively, these data show that early conceptualizations of third-party intervention are rooted

in shared notions of obligation yet are also subject to cultural and contextual influences.

Public Significance Statement

The present research examines how 6-, 9-, and 12-year-olds in different countries (India, Germany, Uganda,
and United States) reason about obligations to respond to wrongdoing and how they describe third-party
intervention. Six-year-olds generally considered all bystanders, regardless of social context, as obligated to
respond to wrongdoing, while, for the most part, 9- and 12-year-old children were more selective when
ascribing obligations. Children in Uganda were the exception: they considered all agents obligated to
respond to wrongdoing regardless of age. Despite age differences in obligation judgments, all children
described third-party intervention in role-dependent ways. These findings highlight the importance of
considering the culture- and age-specific aspects of third-party intervention, a key cooperative behavior.
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CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF THIRD-PARTY INTERVENTION

Responding to wrongdoing is a central feature of cooperative
human societies. Consider a child who bullies a classmate, a college
student who cheats on a test, or a colleague who evades taxes—in all
these cases, we often feel that such wrongdoing should not go
unnoticed. The desire to respond to wrongdoing as a third-party
observer is referred to as third-party intervention. Such intervention
can take on many different forms. For example, one could directly
chastise the child who bullies a classmate, report the child to a higher
authority, comfort the victim, or some combination of these responses.

The most prominently studied third-party response to transgressions
is punishment, where punishment refers to the act of imposing a cost
on a transgressor (such as inducing shame or taking away privileges;
Vidmar & Miller, 1980). Over the past several decades, researchers
have largely focused on third-party punishment for three reasons.
First, a willingness to punish third parties plays a role in maintaining
cooperative societies by promoting prosocial behavior and deterring
antisocial behavior (Balliet etal., 2011; van Dijk et al., 2015; Wu et al.,
2022). Second, research from a variety of fields—including social
psychology, behavioral economics, and anthropology—has found that
adults will engage in third-party punishment even when doing so
requires making personal sacrifices (Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004;
Henrich et al., 2006). Finally, third-party punishment is not present in
nonhuman primates (Riedl et al., 2012), suggesting that third-party
punishment may be a unique feature of human psychology (Kanakogi
et al., 2022). Taken together, third-party punishment is an important
mechanism for upholding societal cooperation and appears to be a
unique characteristic of human psychology.

That adults engage in third-party punishment and nonhuman
primates do not raises a developmental question: What do children
understand about third-party punishment and at what point in
development does such an understanding emerge? Current research
suggests that infants, toddlers, and children hold specific expectations
about who is likely to and who has an obligation to pursue punishment
(see Marshall & McAuliffe, 2022, for a review). For example,
9-month-olds expect a bystander to direct punishment toward an
unfair distributor rather than a fair one (Geraci & Surian, 2023), and
21-month-olds also expect a bystander to direct punishment toward
someone who did not defend another agent against physical harm
compared to someone who did (Geraci & Surian, 2021). Beyond
judgment, children are also willing to punish transgressors themselves.
At ages as young as 4, children will punish a variety of transgressions,
including selfishness, property destruction, and theft among many
others (i.e., McAuliffe et al., 2015; Riedl et al., 2015; Yudkin et al.,
2020), and this propensity similarly strengthens with increasing age
across diverse societies (House et al., 2020).

Limitations of Prior Work

The work to date is limited in three ways. First, most
developmental research has focused on direct third-party punishment
as the primary response to wrongdoing. In reality, though, third-party
intervention can take on many other forms, such as compensating
victims (e.g., FeldmanHall et al., 2014), encouraging forgiveness
(e.g., McCullough & Witvliet, 2002), or dissolving a relationship
(e.g., Martin & Cushman, 2015). Although we know that children
between ages 5 and 9 view punishing a transgressor as less positive
than helping a victim (Lee et al., 2022; Lee & Warneken, 2020), we
do not know whether children believe that other people will respond
to wrongdoing via punishing or helping. Addressing this question can
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help determine whether children at these ages believe that punishment
is the primary way that people respond to wrongdoing, or whether
children express an interest in punishment only because it is
emphasized by experimenters at the expense of alternative ways of
intervention (Marshall & McAuliffe, 2022).

Second, cooperation is not maintained in a vacuum. Instead, it is
usually sustained within a broader social structure characterized by
specific roles that denote particular responsibilities. For example, at
least in some societies, people in a position of authority (such as
parents, teachers, or law enforcement) are often the ones endowed
with a duty to respond to certain sorts of wrongdoing, whereas
ordinary citizens are not (Binder, 2002; Cushman, 2015). From a
theoretical point of view, many have argued that rules delineating
who has to respond to wrongdoing help facilitate cooperative
interactions, especially in large-scale societies where individuals’
social responsibilities are more distributed (Baldassarri &
Grossman, 2011; O’Gorman et al., 2009; Traulsen et al., 2012).
It is unclear, though, whether children across different societies
recognize how social structures might govern third-party
intervention.

Some work does touch on this issue. For example, 17-month-olds
in the United States expect leaders to rectify a wrongdoing but do
not hold such expectations for nonleaders, suggesting that even
infants may recognize that social context matters for third-party
intervention (Stavans & Baillargeon, 2019). Whether this line of
thinking extends to obligations is unclear, however. For example, it
is possible that older children may not expect peers to respond to
wrongdoing but nonetheless judge them as obligated to do so. In
support of this possibility, 4- to 5-year-olds in the United States
consider peers as similarly obligated to punish transgressors as
authority figures and only begin to distinguish between authority
figures’ and peers’ obligations to punish when they are a couple
of years older (Marshall, Mermin-Bunnell, & Bloom, 2020). In
summary, although social roles are very important to understanding
obligations to respond to wrongdoing, we do not know whether
children grasp these roles.

Third, most research investigating how children respond to
wrongdoing relies on samples from Western societies (for discussions
of this sampling bias, see Amir & McAuliffe, 2020; Nielsen et al.,
2017). This emphasis distorts our broader understanding of third-
party intervention in part because the types of intervention that
bystanders pursue in response to wrongdoing are shaped by cultural
norms and vary across societies (Eriksson et al., 2021; Garfield et al.,
2023; Kanngiesser et al., 2022; Marlowe et al., 2008; for a review, see
Molho et al., 2024). For example, those who live in countries with
higher (vs. lower) median incomes are less willing to endorse physical
confrontation and more willing to endorse gossip as appropriate third-
party interventions (Eriksson et al., 2021). By examining how
children across different societies reason about interventions, we can
gain insight into how this understanding is influenced by culture.

Present Research

Here, we integrate all three of these considerations—the need to
look at interventions other than punishment, to attend to social roles,
and to go beyond Western samples—so as to generate a more
comprehensive picture of children’s conceptualization of third-party
intervention. In particular, we explore children’s conceptualization
of third-party intervention in samples collected in Germany, India,
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Uganda, and the United States. In each country, we told children
about situations where a wrongdoing occurred and asked them their
judgments about (a) whether an individual—a teacher or a peer,
for instance—has an obligation to respond and (b) what sort of
intervention children were expecting. Critically, we intentionally
did not place emphasis on punishment when we asked these
questions.

With respect to our selected age range, we tested children starting
from early childhood (~6 years), when most kids are generally first
socialized into formal schooling, to later childhood (~12 years), when
kids have had greater exposure to social norms by virtue of having been
in school for several years. We also examined an intermediate age
group (9-year-olds) to track developmental change more continuously.
In addition to differences in socialization, 6-year-olds also differ from
9- and 12-year-olds in their cognitive development. For instance, older
children (~11-year-olds) are better able to understand complex
relationships among objects (such as w < x > y < z) than 6-year-olds,
who struggle to comprehend these relationships (Davidson et al., 2006;
for a review, see Zelazo et al., 2003).

With respect to our participant populations, our goal was to
ensure that our selected cultures were divergent from one another.
This is because we were primarily concerned with questions about
generalizability. Accordingly, the sampled locations varied on many
theoretically relevant variables, such as community size (Henrich et
al., 2010; Marlowe et al., 2008; Singh & Garfield, 2022) and
collectivism (Eriksson et al., 2017); we further expand on these
differences in the Method section. Additionally, it is important to
acknowledge that our selection of testing sites was driven in part by
practical limitations (McAuliffe, 2024)—we did not decide ahead of
time which four countries would best test for generalization, but
rather we were limited to countries where we had, or could get,
access to sites for working with children.

Hypotheses

The present research aimed to uncover the ways in which social
and cultural contexts, both independently and in combination, shape
children’s emerging social sense of obligation. While our approach
was largely exploratory, we did formulate some general hypotheses.

Our first prediction pertained to developmental changes in
children’s obligation judgments. In particular, we expected that
social role (e.g., whether a bystander is a teacher or a peer) and
cultural context (e.g., whether a participant lives in the United States
or Uganda) would play a comparatively less meaningful role in
children’s obligation judgments at younger ages (6-year-olds) than
at older ages (12-year-olds); we were not sure whether 9-year-olds
would more closely resemble 6-year-olds or 12-year-olds.

The prediction about increasing attention toward social role with
age was based on past research in the United States that found that
younger children (~4-year-olds) are less inclined to consider social
role when ascribing obligations to engage in third-party punishment
compared to older children (~7-year-olds; Marshall, Mermin-
Bunnell, & Bloom, 2020).

The prediction about greater cultural variability at older ages was
based on two lines of research. First, children’s punitive behaviors
come into alignment with normative cultural practices during
middle childhood, meaning that younger children’s punitive
behaviors across cultures are more similar to one another than
older children’s (House et al., 2020). Second, research on children’s
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obligation judgments in a different domain than intervention—in the
domain of helping—finds greater differences across cultures in older
children’s (~9 years) judgments of whether a stranger is obligated to
help someone in need compared to younger children’s judgments
(~6 years; Marshall et al., 2022; Miller et al., 1990). Helping,
however, may be different from responding to wrongdoing—
helping is more straightforwardly prosocial (sharing, comforting)
compared to responding to wrongdoing, which may involve less
prosocial actions (such as punishing). Indeed, research has found
that helping versus punishing others are differentially influenced by
social considerations (e.g., friendship, future interaction; O’ Gorman
et al., 2005). On the whole, then, it is possible that the way in which
children reason about helping compared to intervening in response
to wrongdoing over the course of development may be quite
different—a possibility that the present work seeks to answer.

Our second prediction pertained to children’s unstructured
descriptions of third-party intervention. We predicted that—despite
age-related variation in obligation judgments—children across ages
would provide role-specific descriptions for bystanders, similar to
what has been found in previous research (Marshall, Mermin-
Bunnell, & Bloom, 2020). More specifically, we predicted that
children would describe authority figure intervention as involving
different actions than peer intervention. We predicted that children,
regardless of age, would indicate that teachers intervene via directly
punitive measures, such as sending the transgressor to time-out or
removing resources from the transgressor, whereas peers intervene by
reporting the transgressor to an authority figure or by helping the
victim. We also predicted some degree of cross-cultural variation, a
finding that would align with past work with adult samples (e.g.,
Eriksson et al., 2021). In particular, based on conversations with our
local collaborators, descriptions of physical punishment (corporal
punishment) may emerge in some sites, namely India and Uganda, but
not in others, such as Germany and the United States.

Method
Transparency and Openness

All verbatim materials are provided on the Open Science
Framework at https://osf.io/6mgpy/ (Marshall, 2024). That reposi-
tory also includes all data collected from this study. The present
work was not preregistered.

Participants

We tested 447 total participants—106 in Germany (52 males, 54
females), 108 in India (56 males, 52 females), 111 in Uganda (50
males, 61 females), and 122 in the United States (48 males,
74 females). Within each site, we sought to test approximately 36
6-year-olds, 36 9-year-olds, and 36 12-year-olds, aiming for ~108
participants per site.' These sample sizes per age group were initially
determined by practical constraints; we tested the maximum number
of children possible within the data collection timeframe. Gender was
ascertained by asking participants their gender; the same was the case
for age. No other demographic information was collected about
participants.

"In the Germany sample, 15 (out of 106) participants had previously
participated in another conceptually similar study (Marshall et al., 2022)
because of resource constraints at the place of recruitment. This overlap did
not occur at any other testing locations.
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Table 1
Descriptions of Testing Sites
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Societal characteristic Germany India Uganda United States

(a) Variation in demographic characteristics

% Urban 46% 25% 14% 58%

Urban vs. rural Urban Urban Rural Urban

Population count (1 km resolution) 1,348.79 13,204.32 254.03 2,576.74

Religion Christian Hinduism Christian Christian

% Indicating religion is important 36% 82% 95% 54%

% elementary school or less 15% 68% 47% 5%

Mean income $24,046 $1,314 $1,166 $31,974
(b) Variation in psychological/sociological characteristics

Tight looseness 83 44 35 58

Individualism 79 24 30 60
(¢) Variation in attitudes about law and order

% Confidence in judicial system 70% 82% 40% 45%

% Confidence in police 88% 81% 61% 75%

% Reported money/property stolen 8% 11% 46% 14%

A sensitivity analysis revealed that we had 95% power (a = .05)
to detect a large within—between interaction (Age Group X Social
Role) effect (nf, = .14) within each site, which had approximately
108 participants. For precise age breakdowns and information about
exclusions, see Supplemental Table S1. Twenty-one additional
children were tested but excluded because they did not fall within
the predetermined age bins.

Age Range Selection

We settled on these age groups for three reasons. First, the
youngest and oldest age groups were determined based on practicality
considerations (McAuliffe, 2024). The youngest age group we could
reliably test across all of our sites was 6 years old, and the oldest age
group was 12. We tested an intermediate age group, 9-year-olds, to
capture developmental change.

Second, the tested age groups (6-, 9-, and 12-year-olds) generally
align with the age range among samples in related research (e.g.,
House et al., 2020). Importantly, that work found that children’s
social behaviors appear to align with adults’ social behaviors around
age 12 (our oldest group), meaning that testing adolescents may add
little additional value to understanding at what point children
express an adult-like understanding of third-party intervention.

Third, we aimed to test children across an age range that captured
variability in cognitive capacities and skills, such as executive
function. Although core features of executive functioning appear by
age 3 (Hughes, 1998), children between 6 and 12 years old still
appear to undergo substantial cognitive development in domains
such as cognitive flexibility, which may relate to an ability to
recognize that certain agents have social responsibilities while
others do not (Davidson et al., 2006). Although the present work
does not measure these facets of cognitive development specifically,
research such as ours that tests children across a wide age range can
set the stage for such investigations in the future by providing initial
insight into potential age-related changes.

Country Selection

With respect to the particular countries tested, we aimed to collect
data across societies that vary on many dimensions, including

Westernization, socioeconomic status, and community size, within
the confines of the lab’s monetary and practical limitations. This is
an example of what Amir and McAuliffe (2020) have called “the
breadth” approach in developmental science.

We outline many of the ways in which our samples differ in
Table 1. In particular, we characterized our sample on different
dimensions under three broad categories, including (a) variation in
demographics, (b) variation in psychological/sociological construc-
tions, and (c) variation in beliefs pertaining to law and order. Some
of these variables have been linked to variability in punishment
behavior and beliefs, while some of them have not. For example,
higher population count has been linked to greater punishment
behavior (e.g., Marlowe et al., 2008; although see Kanngiesser et al.,
2022). Religious beliefs have been linked to variation in punishment
behavior (Laurin et al., 2012). Median income has been linked to
variations in adult norms about appropriate third-party intervention
(Eriksson et al., 2021).

Some of the measures included in Table 1 were determined via the
Gallup (2022) World Poll: % urban (question: urban/rural), religion
(question: religion), % indicating religion is important (question:
religion important), % elementary school or less (question: education
level), % confident in judicial system (question: confidence in judicial
system), % confident in police (question: confidence in local police), %
reported money/property stolen (question: money/property stolen).
“Tight looseness” was determined via Uz (2015). Mean income was
ascertained via World Population Review (https://worldpopulationrevie
w.com/country-rankings/median-income-by-country).  Individualism
scores were determined from The Culture Factor Group (2024);
Uganda was not included in this website, so values were generated
from Rarick et al. (2013). Individualism was scored from 1 to 100, with
higher values indicating greater individualism. Each of these values are
reported on the country level. Urban versus rural was determined via
our collaborators who worked in the particular population and refers to
the specific location where we worked. Population count, calculated
using https://WorldPop.com, refers to the number of people living
around the latitude and longitude of the specific testing sites (at a 1-km
resolution).

Because the chosen samples vary in many ways from one another,
we did not have specific predictions about how older children’s
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(9- and 12-year-olds) judgments and descriptions of third-party
intervention may specifically vary across countries. Rather, we see
the present investigation as a first step to uncovering the extent to
which younger children’s understanding of third-party punishment
varies across different cultures.

Materials and Procedure

The procedure involved three components: (a) obligation and
expectation judgments, (b) attention checks, and (c) unstructured
descriptions of third-party intervention.

Obligation and Expectation Judgments

Participants were presented with six different stories—three
featuring females (“female story set”) and three featuring males
(“male story set”). We included these two story sets to ensure the
present effects generalize beyond a single gender. For example, it
could be the case that children expect women bystanders to intervene
less than male bystanders. Each story featured three individuals: (a) a
bystander, (b) a transgressor, and (c) a victim (Figure 1). For all sites,
we adjusted the images of the scenes to portray children who
resembled children in each community and ensured that all children in
the stories had names similar to those in their community. All
materials were translated by a native speaker and back-translated by a
separate native speaker, then reviewed for accuracy by yet another
native speaker. In each story, the transgressor always pushed the
victim; we chose this transgression as children almost universally
view physical violence negatively (Buon et al., 2014). Within each
story set, we manipulated the social role of the bystander to be
either: (a) a teacher (authority adult), (b) another student’s parent
(nonauthority adult), or (c) a peer (nonauthority child); within each
story set, the order in which these three conditions appeared was
randomized, and whether the female story set came first was
counterbalanced. The inclusion of the nonauthority adult condition,
contrary to similar previous work that only included an authority and
apeer (Marshall, Mermin-Bunnell, & Bloom, 2020), ensures that any
effects of authority are not a result of an age confound.

After the presentation of a story, participants either responded to
questions about obligations (“‘do you think s/he has to do something
about this?”) or questions about expectations (“do you think s/he
will do something about this?”’). We did not want children to respond
to the obligation and expectation questions for the same story back-
to-back, as we thought doing so could anchor participants to a
specific response option. To resolve this problem, we presented each
of the six stories followed by the obligation question in a single
block followed by another block of all six stories followed by the
expectation question, meaning that children heard all six stories
twice; we counterbalanced which questions participants responded
to first.

We note four additional components. First, even though we were
primarily interested in obligation judgments because such notions
are thought of as central to social judgment (Tomasello, 2020), we
also measured expectation judgments because of previous research
showing that children’s expectations about social behavior diverge
from their obligation judgments (Marshall, Wynn, & Bloom, 2020).
Second, the experimenter followed up with participants if they
indicated “yes” to either the obligation or expectation question by
asking, “How much do you think s/he has to (will)? A tiny bit, a little

bit, or a lot?” We did so because we wanted to allow children to
exhibit nuance in their judgments while also measuring their initial
“yes” versus “no” judgments. Third, we used the specific “have to”
language for the obligation questions based on previous develop-
mental work that has found that children distinguish between what
people have to do from what they usually do or like to do (Kalish &
Lawson, 2008; Marshall et al., 2022) and also use such language
when referring to others’ obligations (Mammen et al., 2021).

Attention Checks

After the obligation and expectation blocks, the experimenter
presented participants with two attention check items in randomized
order loosely based off of previous research (Miller et al., 1990). The
primary role of these items was to ensure that children were
providing sensible responses to straightforward questions that used
“have to” language.

In one of the questions, the experimenter showed an image of a
boy and said, “This is Matt. He wants to buy this shirt. Does Matt
have to steal this shirt?” If participants responded “yes,” the
experimenter followed up by asking, “How much do you think he
has to? A tiny bit, a little bit, or a lot?” In the second question, the
experimenter showed an image of a girl and said, “This is Marie. Her
mom asked her a question. Does Marie have to lie to her mom?” If
participants responded “yes” the experimenter followed up by
asking, “How much do you think she has to? A tiny bit, a little bit, or
a lot?” These questions ensured that children were willing, under
certain circumstances, to respond ‘“no” to a question regarding
obligations and that they understood the materials presented to them.

Unstructured Descriptions of Third-Party Intervention

Finally, the experimenter presented three unstructured description
items about each bystander (teacher, another student’s parent, a peer)
in randomized order. For these questions, the experimenter returned
only to the male story set (and not the female story set) as we needed
to minimize the length of the study. Specifically, the experimenter
briefly redescribed each story (i.e., “Now, remember this story about
Robert and his teacher? Let’s say the teacher does do something
about this. Can you tell me what you think he’d do?”). Because we
were not able to acquire videotape permission in Germany or
Uganda, experimenters were instructed to write down exactly what
participants said and record it in a datasheet. These instructions were
not followed for all experimenters in Germany and, as a result, the
majority of the responses reflected experimenters’ interpretations of
the child’s statements. For this reason, we do not include the German
responses in the unstructured description analysis. For sites where we
were able to acquire videotape permission (India, United States), we
transcribed children’s responses verbatim and then translated them
into English (for India).

Results

We first examined children’s obligation judgments followed by
their unstructured descriptions. For brevity’s sake, we have relegated
children’s expectation judgments to the online Supplemental Material
because the primary research question pertained to children’s
obligation judgments; while children’s expectation judgments
overlapped with their obligation judgments, their expectation
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Figure 1
Study Material Example
if participant responds, “yes”
(A)
- 5.9\
This is Katherine, and this is Katherine's teacher.  So, do you think she HAS to do something about this? How much do you think she has to?
Katherine pushed another girl at school.
This teacher saw this happen. Yes No Aty bt Alicta bl Alot
(B)
YN :
o= 22
This is »and this is someone else’s parent. g4, o you think she HAS to do something about this? How much do you think she has to?
pushed another girl at school.
The parent at the school saw this happen. ves No Ateybit Al bt Alot
(€)
29 29 29
This is +and this is another girl in the school. So, do you think she HAS to do something about this? How much do you think she has to?
pushed another girl at school.
This other girl at school saw this happen. - o o o .

Note. (A) Example of female story for “Teacher” condition with the obligation question, (B) Example of female story for “Adult” condition with obligation
questions, (C) Example of female story for “Peer” condition with obligation question. © 2019 GoAnimate, Inc. Images are copyrighted by and used by
permission of VYOND™, Characters licensed from Vyond, is a trademark of GoAnimate, Inc., registered in Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Chile, the European
Union, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Israel, Japan, Mexico, New Zealand, Norway, African Intellectual Property Organization, the Philippines, Russia,
Singapore, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and Vietnam. See the online article for the color version of this figure.
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judgments did not account for the present results. We also relegated
participants’ responses to the attention items to the online
Supplemental Material; for those items, as expected, children
overwhelmingly judged individuals as not having to engage in
immoral behavior.

Obligation Judgments

Using the Ime4 package (Bates, 2010), we fit linear mixed-effects
models with participant ID included as a random intercept to account
for individual variability across participants and model the correlation
within a participant’s responses. Obligation judgments were the
outcome variable (“Do you think s/he has to do something about
this ...”; 1 = no; 2 = yes, a tiny; 3 = yes, a little bit; 4 = yes, a lot).
Four separate models were fit and compared. Model 1 included the
main effects of age group (6-year-olds, 9-year-olds, 12-year-olds;
between subjects), social role (authority adult [hereinafter, teacher],
nonauthority adult [hereinafter, adult], nonauthority child [hereinaf-
ter, peer]; within subjects), country (Germany, India, Uganda, United
States; between subjects), and scenario type (male stories, female
stories; within subjects). Model 2 added all the two-way interactions
among these variables. Model 3 added all the three-way interactions
among these variables. Model 4 add the four-way interaction among
these variables. Notably, we did not predict that scenario type would
matter and only included this predictor in our models to account for

Figure 2
Participants’ (A) Continuous and (B) Binary Obligation Judgments

(A) Continuous Obligation Judgments
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differences between scenarios when looking at the main effects and
interactions of interest among the theoretically relevant variables (age
group, social role, country). We also fit the same models predicting
participants’ obligation judgments in a binary format (0 = no, 1 =
yes); results are depicted here, but modeling details are in the
Rmarkdown in the online Supplemental Material.

First, we conducted model comparisons. Model 2, which included
the two-way interactions between the predictor variables, exhibited
improved model fit beyond Model 1, ¥*(23) = 119.19, p < .001.
Model 3, which included the three-way interactions between the
predictor variables, exhibited improved model fit beyond Model 2,
X2(28) = 52.36, p = .003. Model 4, which included the four-way
interaction between the predictor variables, did not exhibit improve
model fit beyond Model 3, X2(12) = 4.20, p = .980, which indicates
the lack of meaningful scenario type interactions. These results
indicate that Model 3 bests fits the data.

Second, we examined Model 3 further. It revealed an Age Group X
Social Role x Country interaction, F(12, 2178) = 3.87, p < .001; all
other three-way interactions were not significant (all ps > .751). See
Rmarkdown in the online Supplemental Material for full model
outputs. Figure 2 depicts this interaction both for participants’
continuous obligation judgments and their binary ones. Table 2
contains the means and 95% confidence intervals. Generally speaking,
Figure 2 shows that children’s obligation judgments differed
depending on age, such that children generally became more sensitive

(B) Binary Obligation Judgments

Germany India

Yes
o
S

At chance
o
o
=]

0.00

No

Uganda USA
100

(predicted)

Binary Obligation Judgments
Yes

0.75

At chance

050

025

0.00

No

6-year-olds 9-yearolds 12-year-olds 6-year-olds

Age Group

9-year-olds 12-year-olds

Social Role
| Authority Adult (Teacher)

Non-Authority Adult (Adult)
Non-Authority Child (Peer)

Note.

Panel A portrays the predicted values from Model 3 for the Age Group X Country X Social Role interaction predicting obligation judgments

(continuous). Panel B portrays the predicted values from a model including the Age Group X Country X Social Role interaction predicting obligation judgments
(binary). The dotted line indicates “at chance” responding. See Rmarkdown in the online Supplemental Material for full analysis of binary data. Error bands
represent + confidence intervals. See the online article for the color version of this figure.
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to social roles with age, but importantly, those developmental
trajectories also varied depending on country.

Third, we unpacked the Age Group X Social Role x Country
interaction by fitting a model with Age Group X Social Role
interaction predicting obligation judgments for each country. In this
model, we also included the two-way interactions between Scenario X
Social Role and Scenario X Age Group to control for any scenario-
related effects, and we also included participant ID as a random
intercept to account for individual variability across participants and
model the correlation within a participant’s responses. This approach
revealed an Age Group X Social Role interaction for Germany, India,
and the United States: Germany: F(4, 517) = 11.81, p < .001; India:
F(4,524) =4.95, p < .001; the United States: F(4, 597) =11.96, p <
.001; however this approach did not reveal an Age Group X Social
Role interaction for Uganda, F(4, 544) = 1.69, p = .150. These results
indicate that children’s obligation judgments varied depending on age
and social role in Germany, India, and the United States but not in
Uganda. For all estimates and confidence intervals associated with
the Age Group X Social Role interaction in each country, see
Supplemental Table S2.

Fourth, we examined the simple effect of social role for each age
group in Germany, India, and the United States (Table 2; social role
effect) to fully understand the nature of the observed Age Group X
Social Role interactions. Note that we do not discuss Uganda here
because we did not find an Age Group X Social Role interaction,
although the simple effects are in Table 2. In Germany and the United
States, we found similar patterns. Although 6-year-olds in Germany
and the United States were sensitive to social role when ascribing
obligations, they were considerably less sensitive compared to both 9-
and 12-year-olds. In India, we found a similar pattern, but in this case,
6-year-olds were not sensitive to social role; only 9- and 12-year-olds
were. These findings confirm our first prediction that younger
children’s obligation judgments are relatively immune to social and
cultural context and our second prediction that older children’s
judgments are comparatively more sensitive to social and cultural
context.

2223

Fifth, we examined the simple effect of age group for each social
role in Germany, India, and the United States (again, we omitted
Uganda here). In doing so, we can better understand why age-related
changes are emerging. In Germany, we found an effect of age group
for peers, F(2, 223) = 11.84, p < .001, but not teachers or parents
(ps < .197). In India, we found an effect of age group for teachers,
F(2,290) = 5.74, p = .004, but not peers or adults (ps < .298). In
the United States, we found an effect of age group for both the adult,
F(2,199) = 5.55, p = .005, and peer, F(2, 200) = 6.01, p = .003, but
not for teachers, F(2, 199) = 1.65, p = .194. These findings
demonstrate how developmental changes in obligation judgments
emerge for different reasons in varying cultural contexts. That is,
developmental change is driven by variation in judgments about peers
in Germany, teachers in India, and both adults and peers in the United
States.

Finally, we also fit a model specifically for Uganda in which we
examined the main effects of age group, social role, and scenario type
in predicting obligation judgments (given the lack of an observed
interaction among these variables). We found that children’s
obligation judgments did not vary depending on age group, F(2,
108) = .71, p = .493, suggesting that children regardless of age
described bystanders as obligated to respond to wrongdoing. Their
obligation judgments did vary depending on social role, F(2, 552) =
5.36, p = .005: children were more inclined to describe a teacher as
obligated to respond to wrongdoing relative to a peer, p = .004; the
other pairwise comparisons were not significant (ps < .116). There
was not an effect of scenario type, p = .914. These results indicate
that, although children did distinguish between the bystanders, the
developmental pattern of differentiation varied from the three other
countries. Indeed, children in Uganda rated each of the bystanders as
obligated to respond to wrongdoing, which was not the case in either
Germany or the United States.

Overall, these results align with our general predictions that
younger children are generally less sensitive to social context when
ascribing social obligations compared to older children. These
findings suggest that culture tends to play a more potent role in

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics of Participants’ Obligation Judgments (Continuous and Binary)
Teacher Adult Peer
Country Continuous Binary Continuous Binary Continuous Binary Social role effect
Germany
6-year-olds  3.26 [2.90, 3.63] .94 [.83, 98]  2.63 [2.27,3.00] .76 [.52, .90] 2.87[2.51,3.24] .89 [.71,.96] F(2,517)=6.54, p =.002
9-year-olds  3.62 [3.28,3.96] 1.00 [.98, 1.00] 2.58 [2.24,2.92] .75[.52,.89] 1.85[1.51,2.19] .21[.09,.43] F(2,517)=68.35, p < .001
12-year-olds 3.65 [3.29, 4.00] .99 [.94, 1.00] 2.29 [1.94, 2.65] .66 [.41, .84] 2.00 [1.65, 2.36] .59 [.35, .80] F(2,517) =58.93, p <.001
India
6-year-olds  2.57 [2.22,2.92] .87 [.70, .95] 2.53[2.19,2.88] .89 [.72,.96] 2.28[1.93,2.63] .74 [.50, .89] F(2,523)=.95,p = .387
9-year-olds  2.96 [2.61, 3.31] .96 [.88, .99] 2.34 [1.99,2.69] .81 [.60,92] 2.27][1.92,2.62] .78 [.56,.90] F(2,525)=9.72, p < .001
12-year-olds 3.28 [2.92, 3.63] 1.00 [.97, 1.00] 2.40 [2.06, 2.75] .84 [.65, .94] 2.11 [1.76,2.46] .76 [.53, .90] F(2, 524) =24.59, p < .001
Uganda
6-year-olds  3.11 [2.77,3.45] .93 [.80, .98] 3.22 [2.88,3.56] .95 [.86,.99] 2.98[2.64,3.32] .91[.75, 97] F(2,544) =293, p =.054
9-year-olds  3.53 [3.19, 3.88] .98 [.92,.99] 3.37 [3.03, 3.72] .96 [.88,.99] 3.17 [2.83, 3.52] .92 [.79, .97] F(2,544) = 4.80, p = .009
12-year-olds 3.44 [3.09, 3.79] .98 [.94, 1.00] 3.30 [2.95, 3.65] .97 [.91, .99] 3.31[2.96, 3.66] .98 [.93,.99] F(2,544)=1.01, p = .365
United States
6-year-olds  2.98 [2.64, 3.33] .92 [.78, .97] 3.02 [2.67,3.36] .96 [.88,.99] 2.70 [2.36, 3.05] .87 [.69,.95] F(2,597)=3.11,p = .045
9-year-olds  3.50 [3.18, 3.82] .99 [.95, 1.00] 2.51 [2.19,2.83] .73 [.51,.87] 2.03[1.71,2.35] .53 [.31,.74] F(2,597) =64.77, p < .001
12-year-olds 3.29 [2.96, 3.61] .98 [.92, .99] 244 [2.11,2.76] .63 [.39,.82] 2.09 [1.76,2.41] .53 [.30,.74] F(2,597) =41.04, p < .001
Note. The mean value is displayed first, with confidence intervals in brackets. The “social role effect” refers to the effect of social role within a particular

country and age group and pertains to the continuous analyses.
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shaping obligation judgments at older ages. In particular, we find that
6-year-olds either do not consider social role when ascribing
obligations to respond to wrongdoing (India, Uganda) or are
considerably less inclined to do so compared to older children
(Germany, United States). Furthermore, 6-year-olds’ binary re-
sponses in all societies revealed that they consider all agents obligated
to respond to wrongdoing. In cases where a developmental shift
emerged (Germany, India, United States), it was because older
children considered social role considerably more than younger
children when ascribing obligations to respond to wrongdoing. The
underlying reasons for these shifts differed across societies, however.
In Germany, this developmental shift was driven by older children
judging peers as less obligated to intervene; in India, this shift was
driven by older children judging teachers as more obligated to
intervene; in the United States, this shift was driven by older
children’s judgment on both teachers and adults as less obligated to
intervene.

Unstructured Descriptions of Third-Party Intervention

We examined children’s unstructured descriptions of third-party
intervention. We generated a coding scheme based off of previous work
(Marshall, Mermin-Bunnell, & Bloom, 2020; Marshall & McAuliffe,
2022). This scheme established four higher order categories; please see
Table 3: (a) stop-gap measures, (b) punishment-specific responses, (c)
punishment-related responses, and (d) victim-related responses. What
distinguished the punishment-specific responses category from the
punishment-related responses category was that the former clearly
referenced a cost imposed on the transgressor (i.e., directly harming),
whereas the latter did not (Marshall & McAuliffe, 2022). For instance,
although telling a teacher about another person’s transgression often
leads to punishment, tattling in and of itself is not punishment per se and
thus would be categorized as punishment-related responses. From a
theoretical standpoint, punishment-related responses can also be closely

Table 3
Different Description Categories and Corresponding Examples

Description type Example

Stop-gap measures “Split them up”

“Stop them from pushing each other”

Punishment-specific responses
Corporal punishment
Noncorporal punishment
Unspecified punishment

Punishment-related responses
Reporting to a higher authority
Verbal scolding
Verbal intervention

“Caning them with three strokes”
“Give him a timeout”
“They will punish him”

“Tell the teacher”
“The teacher will scold him”
“The teacher will explain that people
should not push at school”
Victim-related responses
Reconciliation
Forgiveness
Helping the victim
Irrelevant responding
I don’t know

“Try to get them to get along”
“Tell him to ask for forgiveness”
“Help the other boy”

“I don’t know”

Nothing “Nothing can be done”
Other “The teacher will be sad”
Not recorded NA

Note. NA = not applicable.

MARSHALL ET AL.

aligned with notions of “blame” as distinct from “punishment” (Malle,
in press).

Having established this coding scheme, two independent coders
assessed all participants’ responses. We had 330 descriptions from
India (110 perrole), 333 descriptions from Uganda (111 per role), and
366 descriptions from the United States (122 per role; for a total of
1,029 descriptions). When a description drew on multiple categories,
we advised coders to assign the description a primary code depending
on which theme appeared first in the description. Coders also coded
for supplementary codes, although primary codes were used for
analyses. By conventional standers, we observed high interrater
reliability, k = .94. Because of this, we opted to use just one coder’s
assignments, which was determined randomly. Before conducting
our main analyses, we eliminated responses that were characterized as
irrelevant (n = 223; 22% of participants’ responses); see online
Supplemental Material for full details.

We found that participants conceptualized intervention as involving
reporting to a higher authority the most (n = 281; 34.86%), followed
by verbal intervention (n = 230; 28.54%), corporal punishment
(n=114; 14.14%), unspecified punishment (n = 48; 5.96%), stop-gap
measures (n = 48; 5.96%), verbal scolding (n = 32; 3.97%), helping
the victim (n = 23; 2.85%), forgiveness and apology (n = 12; 1.49%),
noncorporal punishment (n = 10; 1.24%), and reconciliation (n = 8;
.99%; Figure 3A). Generally speaking, these findings suggest that,
when setting aside other factors (such as social role), participants
most often conceptualized third-party intervention as involving
Punishment-Related Responses, such as reporting to a higher authority
or intervening verbally.

We continued by examining children’s descriptions (category type:
stop-gap, corporal punishment, noncorporal punishment, etc.) as a
function of the included theoretically relevant factors: country (India,
Uganda, United States), social role (teacher, adult, peer), and age
group (6-year-olds, 9-year-olds, 12-year-olds). We eliminated
categories that were generated at very low frequencies to simplify
the analyses; we focused solely on categories that comprised more
than 15% of descriptions within the smallest level of analyses
(i.e., Ugandan 6-year-olds for teachers). Doing so retained stop-gap
measures, corporal punishment, noncorporal punishment, reporting
to a higher authority, verbal scolding, and verbal intervention
(see online Supplemental Material for full descriptive statistics;
Supplemental Table S5).

With respect to country, a Fisher exact test revealed an overall
association between category type and country (p < .001), suggesting
that the sorts of descriptions children generated systematically
differed by country. We followed up on these results in two ways.
First, we examined the effect of category type for each country
(Figure 3B). These analyses revealed that the sorts of descriptions
children in India provided differed from both Uganda and the United
States, and the sorts of descriptions children in Uganda provided
differed from the United States (ps < .001). Second, we examined the
effect of country for each category type. We found an effect for every
category type (ps < .001; Figure 3C). Pairwise comparisons revealed
that children in Uganda were particularly likely to reference stop-gap
and corporal punishment descriptions compared to children in India
and the United States (all ps < .001). Children in India were
particularly likely to reference unspecified punishment and verbal
scolding descriptions compared to children in Uganda and the
United States (ps < .001). Children in the United States were
particularly likely to reference reporting to a higher authority and
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Figure 3
Participants’ Descriptions of Third-Party Intervention

(A) Overall
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(C) Country By Category Type
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Note. (A) Frequencies of participants’ descriptions by category type. (B) Frequencies of participants’ descriptions by category type separated by country.
(C) Frequencies of participants’ descriptions by country separated by category type. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

verbal intervention compared to children in India and the Uganda
(ps = .046).

Next, we examined whether children’s conceptualization of third-
party intervention differs by social role. Fisher’s exact tests revealed
that participants within each country generated different descriptions
depending on social role (all ps < .001). These findings suggest that
participants in each country recognized that bystanders who occupy
different social roles engage in distinctive forms of third-party
intervention. In all countries, we found an effect of social role for
reporting to a higher authority (all ps < .001): Children were more
inclined to describe intervention on behalf of a peer as involving
reporting to an authority compared to an adult or a teacher. In India
and Uganda, we found an effect of social role for corporal
punishment (India: p = .029; Uganda: p < .001) and unspecified
punishment (India: p < .001; Uganda: p = .001): Children were most
inclined to describe intervention on behalf of a teacher as involving
these sorts of actions followed by an adult and then a peer
(Supplemental Table S6). In the United States, we found an effect of
social role for verbal intervention (p < .001): Participants were most
inclined to describe intervention on behalf of a teacher as involving
verbal intervention followed by an adult and then a peer.
Collectively, these findings suggest that children recognize that
people in a position of authority (i.e., teachers) are likely to respond
to wrongdoing via corporal punishment or unspecified punishment
(for participants in India or Uganda) or verbal intervention (for
participants in the United States). For peers, children in all societies
indicated that peers intervene by reporting a transgressor to
someone else.

Finally, we also examined the extent to which age influences the
present results. We did not find age-related effects for any category
type within each social role in Uganda and the United States. We
only found age-related effects in India specifically for corporal
punishment and verbal intervention in the teacher and parent

conditions. For a full explanation of age-related effects, see online
Supplemental Material and Supplemental Figure S3.

General Discussion

We investigated how children across four societies conceptualize
third-party intervention. In general, we found that children at younger
ages (i.e., 6-year-olds) were more inclined than children at older ages
(ie., 9- and 12-year-olds) to describe third-party intervention as
obligatory regardless of the social role of a bystander. We also found
that older children in Germany, India, and the United States were
particularly likely to relegate the responsibility to intervene exclusively
to someone in a position of authority (e.g., a teacher). This pattern
of results did not emerge in Uganda, however. Relative to children
in the other countries studied, children in Uganda exhibited a
more consistent propensity across ages to consider all bystanders as
obligated to intervene. On the whole, these findings confirm our
prediction that younger children’s (6-year-olds) obligation judgments
are less sensitive to social role and cultural contexts compared to older
ages (12-year-olds).

Beyond obligation judgments, we found that children describe
third-party intervention differently depending on social role and
culture. For the most part, children in India and Uganda indicated
that third-party intervention on behalf of authority figures (such as
teachers) involves corporal punishment (hitting the perpetrator),
whereas children in the United States indicated that such third-party
intervention involves verbal intervention (telling the perpetrator that
it is wrong to hit others). When it comes to peers, children across
ages and societies largely referenced actions that involved telling an
authority figure (i.e., tattling). These findings suggest that children
from a young age (6 years old) recognize that certain bystanders
have different tools at their disposal to engage in third-party
intervention depending on their social role.
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When it comes to descriptions of third-party intervention, we did
not find many age-related effects with the exception of India. In
India, younger children referenced corporal punishment (like
children in Uganda) and older children referenced verbal interven-
tion (like children in the United States) when asked how teachers
intervene in response to physical violence. Perhaps children in India
learn as they get older that it is not appropriate to engage in corporal
punishment. Alternatively, it is possible that children at older ages
simply experience corporal punishment less and therefore mention it
less. The present data cannot determine which of these two
explanations best explains the age effect.

What factors explain children’s varied references to corporal
punishment across cultures? One explanation may be variation in
income—indeed, adults in lower income countries are more inclined
to endorse physical punishment, while adults in higher income
countries are more inclined to endorse gossiping (Eriksson et al.,
2021). As shown in Table 1, both India and Uganda have far lower
mean incomes relative to Germany and the United States, and
accordingly, we find that children in India and Uganda are more
inclined to describe third-party intervention as involving corporal
punishment compared to children in Germany and the United States.
That being said, Table 1 also demonstrates how the four countries in
which we tested vary on many other dimensions as well. We hope
future work will be better suited to address the observed cross-cultural
differences by testing sites other than the four that we worked
with here.

Theoretical Implications

Our findings have theoretical implications for understanding
children’s developing sense of obligation (Tomasello, 2020). In
particular, recent research suggests that children at younger ages
exhibit less discriminate reasoning in terms of obligations compared
to older children and adults (Dahl et al., 2020; Geraci et al., 2021;
Marshall & Wilks, 2024; Marshall et al., 2022; Marshall, Mermin-
Bunnell, & Bloom, 2020; Marshall, Wynn, & Bloom, 2020; Miller et
al., 1990). For example, children around the age of 5 tend to think that
bystanders have an obligation to help others regardless of whether the
person in need is a family member, a friend, or a stranger. Only older
children make robust distinctions. For instance, 9-year-olds, like
adults, tend to consider bystanders as strongly obligated to help
family members and to a lesser extent friends—but not obligated to
help strangers (Marshall et al., 2022). To our knowledge, though,
all previous work showing this pattern has explored obligations
to help. Our current results suggest that children’s reasoning
about obligations appears to be consistent across varying forms of
intervention (third-party helping and third-party intervention in
response to wrongdoing).

Most research on how children and adults respond to wrongdoing
has exclusively focused on punishment rather than considering a
broader range of options, such as compensating victims or
encouraging forgiveness (e.g., FeldmanHall et al., 2014). Many
have argued that this focus has led to misguided conclusions
regarding the prominence of punishment relative to these other third-
party interventions (Van Doorn & Brouwers, 2020a, 2020b). Given
the open-ended nature of our description measure, our findings
suggest that the conclusion that punishment is a central tool used in
responding to wrongdoing might not have been entirely misguided
after all—punishment is indeed a key aspect of how children

MARSHALL ET AL.

conceptualize third-party intervention on behalf of authority figures.
This finding aligns with work arguing that direct punishment is
especially relevant in the context of societies that are governed by
social hierarchies (Binder, 2002; Malle, in press). In terms of peers,
though, children were not particularly inclined to supply explanations
that aligned with direct punishment. Instead, they were more likely to
produce explanations that involved calling out an individual for their
bad behavior or bringing in another person of higher authority, such
as a teacher. Notably, though, these explanations were neither
explicitly prosocial nor directly punitive given that such explanations
infrequently referenced helping victims or punishing perpetrators.

Relatedly, cultural variation in children’s descriptions of third-
party intervention points toward the power of social learning in
shaping children’s understanding of how people respond to
wrongdoing. Corporal punishment was rarely mentioned as a
form of third-party intervention in the United States. This finding
aligns with previous work that suggests that children in the United
States do not tend to enact corporal punishment themselves when
given the opportunity (Marshall et al., 2019). However, corporal
punishment was frequently referenced in India and Uganda. This
result indicates that children generally consider bystanders as
responding to wrongdoing in culturally specific ways and, in our
view, likely reflects the types of third-party intervention that
children witness and experience in their everyday lives.

Outstanding Questions

The present findings raise many questions. First, why are younger
children more inclined than older children and adults to describe all
agents as obligated to respond to wrongdoing? We suspect that the
answer to this question requires the synthesis of a variety of factors
related to social and cognitive development. In terms of cognitive
factors, it is possible that children at a younger age are more likely to
make moral and social judgments on the basis of a singular principle
or heuristic due to cognitive simplicity (Berndt & Berndt, 1975;
Walden, 1982). In other words, younger children may have more
difficulty making complex judgments that require coordinating
among different factors, such as social role, because they have less
refined executive functioning skills (Zelazo et al., 2003). This
possibility is consistent with the finding, mentioned above, that
children are similarly indiscriminate when it comes to their
judgments about who is obligated to help.

In terms of social factors, children may receive ample messaging
from trusted others (i.e., parents, teachers) reinforcing the negativity
of wrongdoing and the importance of intervening. For example,
children may repeatedly hear that transgressions are inappropriate and
wrong, and this message may leave little room for nuance about
precisely who is supposed to intervene—especially when heard
through the ears of young children. As children get older, they may
hear more nuanced conversations about responding to wrongdoing,
such as not being a “tattle tale.”

A second question relates to cultural differences. We discussed
differences in children’s intuitions about corporal punishment above.
Here, we turn to the question of why younger children in Uganda are
no more differentiating on the basis of social role than older children
when ascribing obligations to intervene, while children in each of
the other countries exhibited increasing sensitivity to social context
with age. We did not predict this effect, but we can discuss a few
speculative proposals.
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One consideration is population size. As illustrated in Table 1, our
Ugandan sample stands out among the other samples in its much
smaller population density. Past work has argued that larger, more
urban societies require greater institutionalized punishment systems in
part because larger groups are more anonymous and therefore require
designating certain individuals as “punishers” (e.g., police) to enforce
laws rather than relying on more egalitarian and perhaps informal
policing systems (Baldassarri & Grossman, 2011; O’Gorman et al.,
2009; Traulsen et al., 2012). The present data seem to generally align
with this argument—at older ages, children in larger, more urban
communities (Germany, United States, India) were increasingly more
likely to recognize that individuals within certain social positions,
such as teachers, bear the responsibility to “right wrongs.” It is the
children in the smaller, more rural community (Uganda) that have
comparatively different intuitions. That children in Uganda are not
increasingly sensitive to social role may then reflect the reality of
Ugandan children’s environment whereby obligations to respond to
wrongdoing are indeed less delineated on the basis of social role.

Another consideration is religion. As illustrated by Table 1, our
Ugandan sample is unique in that the overwhelming majority of
individuals in Uganda (95%) indicate that religion is important to
them and also adhere to the Christian religion. It is possible that
religious beliefs in Uganda play a role in maintaining children’s
heightened sense that peers are obligated to respond to wrongdoing
relative to other countries. For example, children may learn that they
should be their “brother’s keeper.” That is, children may learn that
there is social and moral value in looking over others, even when not
in a position of authority. Individuals in less religious communities
may not hear these sorts of messages as frequently and, as a result,
may be less inclined to consider peers as obligated to police one
another. Consistent with this, research in the United States finds that
more religious individuals tend to exhibit a greater willingness to
punish transgressors (Laurin et al., 2012). Future work could test this
possibility and also the possibility related to community size by
collecting data in more samples across a larger number of countries
with varying population sizes and religious affiliations.

Limitations

The present work is not without limitations. First, we did not include
a control condition in which children were presented with a neutral or
positive situation and asked to determine whether a bystander is
obligated to do something about it. For that reason, the current data
does not necessarily measure children’s baseline willingness to
respond “yes” to questions about obligation. Importantly, though, we
did ask children to describe third-party intervention and found that,
across the board, children referenced theoretically relevant interven-
tions, such as punishment, so we do know that they were not just
reflexively assenting to the experimenter’s questions without any
understanding. Also, the primary goal of the present work was to look
at variation in children’s judgments as a function of age, social role
(i.e., a teacher vs. peer), and culture (i.e., Uganda vs. United States).
Because the obligation question was the same across these conditions,
the effects of age group, social role, and culture in addition to their
interactions still stand and represent meaningful psychological
variation.

Second, there are concerns about statistical power. Although we
did find that older children are more sensitive to contextual factors
(such as Social Role) compared to younger children, we did not find

this age-related pattern in Uganda. As indicated by the sensitivity
analyses described above, it is possible that such an interaction
exists but that it is small. If this were the case, we would not have had
adequate power to detect such an interaction. Additionally, even
though we were able to acquire unstructured descriptions from most
children, the sample sizes within the smallest level of analysis were
quite small. As a result, the findings regarding developmental
changes within a particular society for a specific age group in
response to a certain social actor should be interpreted with caution.

Concluding Remarks

The present data demonstrates that young children across many
divergent societies construe bystanders, regardless of their social role
(e.g., teacher, peer), as obligated to respond to wrongdoing. However,
these younger children do recognize that people who occupy different
social roles (i.e., teachers compared to peers) engage in distinctive
forms of third-party intervention. Older children in some societies
(India, Germany, United States) eventually relegate such a responsi-
bility to authority figures and are less committed to considering peers as
obligated to engage in third-party intervention. Nonetheless, children in
other societies (Uganda), despite recognizing that agents pursue
different forms of third-party intervention depending on their role,
maintain that all bystanders are obligated to respond to wrongdoing.

Constraints on Generality

One constraint on the generalizability of our findings is that we
focused on children’s responses to a singular moral violation,
hitting. We suspect that different results may emerge for alternate
transgressions, especially if these transgressions differ in severity.
For example, how children think about third-party intervention may
be quite different in situations where the wrongdoing has to do with
unfairness, such as when an employer gives more money to one
person than another, even if both have done the same work. If we
had used such violations (e.g., Lee & Warneken, 2020), for instance,
children may have more readily generated third-party intervention
descriptions that align with victim compensation, and there would
be less emphasis on punishment.

A second constraint pertains to our sample population. A strength
of the present work is that it allows us to gain traction on questions of
generality by testing children from many different countries,
including non-Western ones. By doing so, we show that younger
children’s judgments (6-year-olds) are less sensitive to cultural
surroundings compared to older children (9- to 12-year-olds), at least
in the present experimental context. Nonetheless, we only worked
with children in four countries and only did so at one site within each
country. Because of this, we are limited in the sorts of inferences we
can draw. In particular, we cannot say whether the between-country
differences documented here are a result of true “country-level”
differences or are instead a result of other differences between the
sites that happen to covary with country. Future research could
address this by examining more sites within a country that vary in
theoretically relevant ways.
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