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Abstract

This study examined children’s responses to targeted and collective punishment. Thirty-six 4—
5-year-olds and 36 6—7-year-olds (36 females; 54 White; data collected 2018-2019 in the United
States) experienced three classroom punishment situations: Targeted (only transgressing student
punished), Collective (one student transgressed, all students punished), and Baseline (all students
transgressed, all punished). The older children evaluated collective punishment as less fair than
targeted, whereas younger children evaluated both similarly. Across ages, children distributed
fewer resources to teachers who administered collective than targeted punishment, and rated
transgressors more negatively and distributed fewer resources to transgressors in Collective

and Targeted than Baseline. These findings demonstrate children’s increasing understanding of
punishment and point to the potential impact of different forms of punishment on children’s social
lives.
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1| INTRODUCTION

Human societies, institutions, and cooperative activities are held together by social norms,
that is, expectations or rules about how one ought to behave in a given situation (Boyd

& Richerson, 2009; Chudek & Henrich, 2011; Schmidt & Tomasello, 2012; Smetana

et al., 2014). Those who break social norms are often punished in some way, which
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typically induces the norm violators to follow the norms in the future (Boyd & Richerson,
1989; Martin et al., 2021). Such punishment is considered a hallmark of our moral
psychology (Fehr & Fischbacher, 2003), with some theorizing that the motivation to punish
noncooperators has deep biological and evolutionary roots borne out of the benefits of
increasing cooperation (Kanakogi et al., 2022; Strobel et al., 2011). Though the specific
forms of punishment that individuals engage in are likely learned, culturally transmitted,
and stabilized through cultural transmission (e.g., Guala, 2012; House et al., 2020; Salali et
al., 2015), and punishment is certainly not the only avenue to increasing cooperation (see
Arini et al., 2023; Lee & Warneken, 2020; Riedl et al., 2015), there is general consensus that
punishment is an important feature of human psychology that emerges early in development
and across cultures (see Henrich et al., 2010; Marshall & McAuliffe, 2022).

Indeed, even infants and young toddlers demonstrate rudimentary forms of punitive behavior
towards antisocial agents (e.g., Hamlin et al., 2011; Kanakogi et al., 2022; Ziv et al., 2021).
This enforcement continues to strengthen with age, as 3- to 4-year-olds spontaneously
enforce norms through acts such as protesting, tattling, actively punishing (e.g., by taking
away resources), and reducing prosocial behavior towards norm violators (Masters &
Furman, 1981; Riedl et al., 2015; Vaish et al., 2010; Vaish et al., 2011; Yucel & Vaish,
2018). By 5-6 years of age, children are even willing to pay a personal cost to punish
transgressors (McAuliffe et al., 2015; Robbins & Rochat, 2011).

In addition to administering punishment themselves, young children also have expectations
of normal enforcement. Infants expect that those who act fairly should receive a reward

and those who act unfairly should receive punishment (Geraci & Surian, 2023; Meristo

& Surian, 2013). Similarly, infants prefer those who intervene in an aggressive situation
over those who do not intervene (Kanakogi et al., 2017). Toddlers also show surprise

when an agent who defended a victim is punished and they expect nondefenders to receive
punishment (Geraci, 2021; Geraci & Surian, 2021). By preschool age, children judge rule
violators as deserving of punishment (Kenward & Osth, 2012; Tisak, 1993), positively judge
norm enforcers (Lee & Warneken, 2020; Marshall & McAuliffe, 2022), and distribute more
resources to a norm enforcer compared to a nonenforcer (Vaish et al., 2016). In addition,
young children tend to believe everyone is obliged to intervene, to report the transgression
to an authority figure, and to punish antisocial behavior, whereas older children and adults
see this as the responsibility of authority figures rather than peers (Loke et al., 2011,
Marshall, Mermin-Bunnell,& Bloom, 2020). Furthermore, children demonstrate multiple
motivations for administering and endorsing punishment, including retribution, deterrence,
and compensation (Arini et al., 2023; Marshall & McAulliffe, 2022; Marshall, Yudkin,&
Crocket, 2020; Marshall et al., 2022). Taken together, these findings suggest that from
remarkably early in human ontogeny, children begin to sanction norm violators themselves
and expect others to do the same.

Importantly, however, children do not blindly endorse all punishment. School-age children
begin to show a sensitivity to the fairness of punishment by recognizing that recipients of
unfair punishments would experience negative feelings, and they can often cite a personal
experience of being similarly treated unfairly (Evans et al., 2001). Children also consider
the type of punishment administered when making evaluations. For example, third and fifth
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graders reported that presentation punishment (i.e., delivering an unwanted stimulus) was
more common and effective overall, but that removal punishment (i.e., taking away a wanted
stimulus or privilege) was more effective in reducing the likelihood of moral transgressions
than conventional transgressions (Brinker et al., 2003). Overall, children demonstrate an
increasingly nuanced understanding of the forms and functions of punishment across
childhood.

Though a lot of research has examined the factors that influence children’s evaluations of
punishments, one important aspect has received little attention in the literature, namely,
whom the punishment targets. Consider the following hypothetical: A teacher, Ms. Brown,
sees Sally misbehaving in her class and faces a choice about how to punish the misbehavior:
Does she take away recess only from Sally or does she make the whole class stay behind?
These represent two distinct classes of punishment. The first is a fargeted punishment, where
discipline is administered solely to the individual who committed the transgression. The
second is a collective punishment, where the entire group is disciplined for the actions of an
individual or a smaller subgroup (Smith & Warneken, 2016). Although our common moral
understanding (at least in many Western societies) as well as most existing psychological
theories of moral judgment call for targeted punishment, wherein only those causally
responsible for the transgression are punished (Cushman, 2015), collective punishment
nonetheless occurs in a variety of contexts, including crime (Nakao & Chai, 2011), war
(Darcy, 2010) and sports (Cushman et al., 2012). As such, it is important to study how
targeted versus collective punishment is perceived from early in development.

This is all the more relevant because children themselves encounter collective punishment

in school settings (Harber, 2021; Selman & Dray, 2006), where they spend a great deal

of time learning and interacting with peers (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). Schools are

also where children are heavily socialized with regard to rules and their enforcement, and
where they likely have sufficient opportunity to consider the appropriateness and fairness of
punishment, particularly by authority figures such as teachers. There are several reasons why
a teacher might implement collective punishment, such as that the teacher views the whole
group or class as an entity, or that the teacher hopes to increase peer pressure and children’s
willingness to enforce norms among their peers, to promote a sense of cooperation and
cohesion among classmates, or to increase efficiency by punishing the entire group rather
than working out who is responsible and how they ought to be punished (e.g., Gao et al.,
2015; Pereira & van Prooijen, 2018). However, if children perceive collective punishment

to be unreasonable and unfair, this may lead them to feel angry or resentful, undermine

their relationship with their teacher and peers, and thus ultimately work against the teacher’s
goals of managing behavior, maintaining order, or fostering cohesion (Chapkovski, 2021).
We must thus understand how children perceive and evaluate targeted versus collective
punishment and how these forms of punishment may impact children’s relationships with
their teachers and peers.

Yet little work to date has examined this question. Some interview studies have found
that school-aged children preferred interventions for misbehavior to be directed at the
misbehaving individual rather than the group (Elliott, 1988), and criticized collective
punishment when interviewed about school rules and classroom discipline (Lewis &
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Lovegrove, 1987; Thornberg, 2008). In a more recent study (Smith & Warneken, 2016),

4- to 10-year-old children and adults heard vignettes in which one child in a classroom
performed a norm violation (e.g., throwing an object in the classroom) and the teacher
punished either the entire class or only the transgressor. The study revealed that the younger
(4- and 5-year-old) children were more likely to rate the collective punishment as fair

and less likely to rate the targeted punishment as fair than were the older children. These
findings align with the developmental shift from a tendency to prefer equality (everyone
gets the same) to an increasing focus on equity (each person gets what they deserve)
(Baumard et al., 2012; Huppert et al., 2019; Hook & Cook, 1979; McGillicuddy-de Lisi

et al., 1994; Shaw & Olson, 2012). In other words, younger children may be more likely
than older children to view collective punishment as fair because such punishment entails
an equal distribution of punishment to everyone, whereas older children may view targeted
punishment as fair because only the individual deserving of punishment—the transgressor—
is punished. In line with this, Smith and Warneken found that children’s reasoning about
the punishments also varied with age: Younger children generally stated that they preferred
collective punishment because it was an equal administration of punishment across all
children, but with age, participants tended to focus on the deservingness of the punishment.

Interestingly, Smith and Warneken (2016) also found that the 4- to 5-year-olds did not

rate collective punishment as fairer than targeted punishment. Thus, although there was

a developmental shift in fairness judgments of collective and targeted punishments, the
4-5-year-olds did not clearly view either type of punishment as fairer. A clear preference
emerged by 6 years, by which age children judged the targeted punishment as fairer than the
collective punishment. Nonetheless, this study was one of the first to demonstrate that from
a fairly young age, children do differentiate between collective and targeted punishment,
and furthermore, that there is a developmental shift between the preschool and early school
years in children’s evaluations of targeted versus collective punishments that is tied to their
developing understanding of fairness.

Importantly, however, Smith and Warneken (2016) focused on children’s evaluations of
punishments in third-party contexts. It remains unknown, therefore, how children view
collective punishment in first-person contexts—when they are themselves involved in and
affected by the punishment. Yet children do experience collective punishment first-hand in
their classrooms and often criticize these punishments (Harber, 2021; Lewis & Lovegrove,
1987; Thornberg, 2008), so it is imperative to systematically examine children’s first-person
responses. For instance, though Smith and Warneken found that the 4- to 5-year-olds did not
judge targeted punishment as fairer than collective punishment, it is possible that children
of this age would do so if they were themselves affected by the collective punishment®. The
current study aims to address this important gap by examining how children view collective
punishment in first-person contexts.

INote that Smith and Warneken did conduct an initial study in which they attempted to create a first-person context by asking
children to think of themselves in each scenario. However, children in that study still did not stand to lose anything as a result of the
punishments, and the authors themselves acknowledged that the task did not create a sufficiently meaningful first-person situation.
They added that an important step for future work will be to examine children’s responses in scenarios in which they are truly
impacted, as we have done here.
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Our study had additional important and novel aspects. First, in addition to the targeted and
collective punishment scenarios, we added a third, baseline scenario in which everyone

in the classroom (including the participant) was said to have committed the transgression
and everyone was punished. This baseline scenario allowed us to assess whether children
evaluate punishment of groups similarly regardless of context or whether they are sensitive
to why the entire group was punished: based on the actions of an individual (collective
punishment) or due to the actions of the entire group. Additionally, if we found that children
viewed collective punishment as unfair, the baseline scenario could provide insight into
why they did so. Specifically, if children in first-person contexts view collective punishment
negatively simply because they themselves are negatively affected by it, then they should
view the baseline scenario similarly negatively because they are similarly negatively affected
by it (i.e., they are punished equally in both cases). Alternatively, if children view collective
punishment negatively out of equity concerns (i.e., they think only those who transgressed
should be punished), then they should view collective punishment as more unfair than the
baseline scenario. More generally, children’s responses to the collective versus baseline
scenarios can help shed light on some of the mechanisms underlying children’s responses to
group punishment.

Second, we investigated for the first time how targeted versus collective punishment may
affect children’s relationships with others in the classroom: the peers and teacher. Children
identify peer-peer relationships as an impactful aspect of their experience at school and as
increasing their feeling of belongingness (Gowing, 2019). But the type of punishment used
by authorities may undermine these relationships, particularly when the punishment impacts
children directly (Chapkovski, 2021). For instance, prior work has shown that children

like and act more prosocially towards those whose actions cause no harm (e.g., breaking
conventional norms, or hitting but not hurting someone) versus those whose actions do cause
harm (e.g., Smetana & Ball, 2017; Zelazo et al., 1996). It is possible, therefore, that children
may like and be more prosocial towards peer transgressors who receive targeted punishment
than if the peer’s transgression leads to collective punishment because in the targeted case,
the transgressor’s actions do not go on to negatively impact others, including the children
themselves.

Teacher-child relationships are also important as they can moderate a child’s socio-
emotional adjustment and shyness, and students generally view teachers as a secure base for
both socio-emotional and academic support (Arbeau et al., 2010). Prior research indicates
that at least by middle childhood, perceptions of fairness, both about the world in general
and about the school context specifically, are positively associated with trust in authority
figures (Correia & Vala, 2004; Flanagan et al., 2007; Sallay, 2004; Thomas et al., 2019),
and breaches of fairness can undermine interpersonal or social trust (Brugman et al., 2016).
The trust children place in their teachers might in turn affect aspects of their academic
success (Imber, 1973). Thus, it is important to understand how children’s views of and
trust in teachers may be impacted by children’s perceptions of the fairness of the teachers’
punishment decisions.

A final, exploratory question in our study was whether children might take into account
the role of the other (nontransgressor) children in the class, and specifically, whether their
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evaluations of punishment vary based on whether or not other children were present during
the transgression and could have intervened to try and prevent it. As noted above, children
not only punish norm violators themselves but also expect others to do so, such as by
reporting to a teacher or otherwise intervening and enforcing norms (e.g., Loke et al., 2011,
Marshall, Mermin-Bunnell, & Bloom, 2020). We thus reasoned that if others are present
during the transgression, children may expect them to intervene and may view collective
punishment as more justified when those others could have but did not intervene. Together,
then, this study aims to expand our currently limited understanding of children’s perceptions
of targeted versus collective punishment strategies and of the interpersonal impacts of those
perceptions.

1.1| The current study

In the present, preregistered study, children between the ages of 4 and 7 years

were presented with three hypothetical classroom scenarios involving either collective
punishment, targeted punishment, or a baseline scenario?. We predicted, following Smith
and Warneken (2016), that children’s evaluations of the fairness of targeted versus collective
punishments would shift between 4 and 7 years such that the younger children (4- to
5-year-olds) may be more likely to judge collective punishment as fair due to their
tendency to prefer equality, whereas older children (6- to 7-year-olds) may be more

likely to judge targeted punishment as fair due to their increasing focus on equity and
deservingness. Regarding our exploratory question about the impact of peer presence,
based on prior findings that children expect others to and think others should intervene
against transgressions (Loke et al., 2011; Marshall, Mermin-Bunnell, & Bloom, 2020),
we hypothesized that children may view collective punishment as fairer when peers were
present but did not intervene to prevent the transgression than when peers were absent and
thus could not have prevented the transgression.

Our study also examined whether the punishment type affected how children viewed the
transgressor and teacher. As this was the first investigation of these questions in the
literature, we did not preregister specific hypotheses for these measures. However, based

on prior findings that young children dis-prefer and act less prosocially towards those whose
actions cause harm (e.g., Smetana et al., 2018; Zelazo et al., 1996), we considered that
children may dis-prefer and show less prosocial behavior towards the peer transgressor in
the collective than the targeted punishment scenario.

Regarding views of the teacher, we considered prior findings that children’s perceptions of
fairness are positively associated with trust in authority figures (Correia & Vala, 2004;
Flanagan et al., 2007; Thomas et al., 2019) and breaches of fairness can undermine
interpersonal or social trust (Brugman et al., 2016). Further, from a young age, children
act more prosocially towards fair than unfair individuals (e.g., Ziv et al., 2021). We thus

2Although we used hypothetical scenarios, we took steps to enhance ecological validity and help children immerse themselves in

the scenarios, including: using a game-like board to represent a school and classrooms, using real photos of children and adults to
represent the students and teachers, asking participants to draw a picture to represent themselves on the board, and moving the visual
representations of the students and teachers, the transgressions, and the objects to match each scenario. Nonetheless, we acknowledge
that our scenarios and tasks may have somewhat low ecological validity, particularly given prior findings that the reality of the
situation seems important for children’s own punishment decisions (Kenward & Osth, 2015; see also Packer & Moreno-Dulcey, 2022).
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reasoned that if children judge targeted punishment as more or less fair than collective
punishment, then teachers’ use of targeted versus collective punishment may also affect
children’s trust and prosocial behavior towards the teachers.

To measure trust in the teacher, we asked children whether they would share an important
secret with the teacher. Secret sharing is a common measure used to assess children’s
interpersonal trust, including trust in teachers (Bernath & Feshbach, 1995; Crick et al., 1996;
Rotenberg et al., 2005, 2010, 2014). To measure prosocial behavior, we used a resource
distribution task in which children were asked to distribute three flowers between the teacher
and a novel adult. (A similar task was also used to assess prosocial behavior towards the peer
transgressor). This distribution task has been widely used in the developmental literature
(e.g. Marlow et al., 2023; McElroy et al., 2023; Misch et al., 2014; Vaish et al., 2011) as

it elicits children’s preferences behaviorally, with minimal reliance on verbalizations, and
presents simple, dichotomous response options (e.g., teacher vs. stranger). Though children
in prior studies did not distribute resources to teachers specifically, they did distribute
resources between adults. Further, although flowers may not hold particular meaning in

this context, they represent a simple, familiar resource that children can straightforwardly
understand as positive or rewarding; they are thus a practical resource for a distribution

task designed to nonverbally assess children’s prosocial preference. For the teacher trust and
distribution tasks, following Smith and Wareneken’s (2016) findings that by age 6, children
viewed collective punishment to be less fair than targeted punishment, we tentatively
hypothesized that the older children in our study may show less trust and prosocial behavior
towards a teacher who administered collective punishment versus targeted punishment.

2| METHOD

2.1

The study design, procedure, hypotheses, sample size (based on power analyses using

effect sizes from Smith & Warneken, 2016), and exclusion criteria were preregistered

using the AsPredicted.org template through the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/
w9prs/?view_only=bal89c1a07274e4ch0195f809fc037d1). Note that the preregistration was
completed after approximately half the data had been collected, although no data had been
examined or analyzed at that time.

Participants

A total of 72 children participated in the present study. As preregistered based on Smith and
Warneken (2016), participants were grouped according to age: The younger group consisted
of 36 4- to 5-year-olds (age range: 48—71 months, Mg, = 59.78 months, SD = 6.28; n

= 18 females) and the older group consisted of 36 6- to 7-year-olds (age range: 75-95
months, Myge = 85.72 months, SD = 5.20; n= 18 females). An additional 13 children were
tested but excluded due to experimenter error (1= 1), equipment failure (r7= 3), or the
participant not completing the study (7= 9). All children were fluent in English and were
recruited from a mid-Atlantic university town. The demographics were representative of
the city’s community, with a predominantly White sample (7= 56 White; 7= 10 Mixed
race; n=2 Black; n=1 Asian; 7= 1 Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander; 7= 2 did not
disclose) and highly educated (77 = 48 Postgraduate; /7= 22 college educated; 7= 2 did
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not disclose). This study was approved by the authors’ institutional IRB. All parents gave
written informed consent and children over the age of 7 gave informed assent in accordance
with the Declaration of Helsinki. All children received a small prize for their participation.

2.2 | Design and materials

There were two within-subjects factors: punishment type (Targeted, Collective, Baseline)
and transgression situation (paint, crayon, poster), and two between-subjects factors: age
(4-5-year-olds, 6-7-year-olds) and peer presence (Peers Present, Peers Absent). The order
of punishment type and transgression situations were counterbalanced across children. The
order of questions was randomized across children. Half of each age group received the
Peers Present condition and the other half received Peers Absent (for practical reasons, most
of the Peers Present conditions were conducted first)3.

During the experiment, children were seated at a table across from the experimenter. For the
scale training, we used a bar graph with four bars that increased in height (see Figure S1

in OSM) as well as four photographs of jugs filled with different amounts of water (none,

a little bit, a medium amount, and a lot). For the main study, we used a cardboard mat

(3.75 x 1.5 ft), with five different colored sections (each around 1.5 x .75 ft) representing
five different classrooms (see Figure S2). During each of the three phases of the experiment
(one for each punishment type), photos (2 x 2 in) of children of a similar age were used

to represent peers in the classroom, and photos of adults (2 x 2 in) were used to represent
teachers. Photo stimuli of the children and adults were taken from standardized datasets

and all photos featured individuals with a neutral expression (Ebner et al., 2010; LoBue &
Thrasher, 2014). During each phase, the following items were placed onto a mat to represent
the individuals in the class: (1) six photos of peers (with at least two White male and two
White female peers per class), (2) one drawing to represent the participant, and (3) one
photo of the teacher. In each phase, a picture of the transgression (e.g., a scribble on the
wall) and a picture of the evidence (e.g., crayon) were paired with the transgressor(s) to
further illustrate the transgression event (see Figure 1).

2.3 | Procedure

All children were tested by the same female experimenter (E). E first introduced and had
the children practice with the scale they would later use to answer questions (McLoughlin
et al., 2018). The scale had four points corresponding to 4 values (1 = not at all, 2 = a little
bit, 3 = a medium amount, 4 = a lot), and could also be used to indicate a negative amount
(e.g., how unfair; -1 = not at all, -2 = a little, -3 = a medium amount, -4 = a lot). Each
child was then introduced to the “school” set up. The experimenter brought out a mat and
told the participant that this was a school. Participants were told to pretend that they were a

S\we pre-registered the between-subjects Peers Present/Absent conditions as two separate studies. This was for logistical reasons: We
planned for the Peers Present condition to constitute an honor’s thesis project and thus to be conducted first, and the Peers Absent
condition to be conducted subsequently. Our pre-registered power analyses were therefore conducted to detect medium-to-large effect
sizes for differences within the Peers Present or Peers Absent conditions, not between these conditions. However, as noted in our
pre-registration (see “Comparing Study 1 and Study 2 results”), we always intended to analyze the Peers Present/Absent factor along
with the other factors within the same analyses. Ultimately, to avoid issues of multiple comparisons, we chose to only conduct
analyses with all factors included rather than first analyzing the Peers Present/Absent conditions separately and then again within the
same analyses.
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student at this school and that they would be “going to different classes, meeting different
teachers, and meeting different students.” They were then informed about a school-wide rule
that “everyone gets a sticker for coming to class, but these stickers can be taken away if
someone breaks a rule.”

The experimenter brought out cards with photos of different “classmates” and placed them
in one section of the mat representing the first classroom. In each class there were three male
and three female images. Before starting the first story, participants were asked to draw a
picture of themselves on a blank card. The drawing was then placed in the first classroom
among the images of the peers to show the child that s/he was now a part of the class. This
drawing was used to represent the child throughout the study.

Each child was presented with three classroom scenarios (Collective, Targeted, and
Baseline; within-subjects). At the beginning of each scenario, the experimenter distributed
a sticker to each student by placing one above every card, explaining that everyone got

a sticker for coming to class. Next an image of an adult (always female) representing

the teacher was introduced and her card was placed in the classroom. E now either told
participants that the teacher and the entire class left the classroom (Peers Absent condition)
or that the teacher left the classroom (Peers Present condition); this was a between-subjects
factor.

Then, E described the transgression. In the Collective and Targeted scenarios, a single
student (White and gender-matched to the participant) committed one of three transgressions
(poured paint on the floor, drew on the wall with crayon, or tore down a poster). E placed
pictures representing the transgression (e.g., image of a crayon and a scribble) next to

the image of the student who had committed the transgression. E then explained that the
student committed the transgression “even though it’s against the rules.” Next, E either
explained that “No one sees him/her [commit the transgression] and no one has a chance

to stop him/her, because everyone is in the other room” (Peers Absent condition) or “You
and your classmates see him/her [commit the transgression] and no one tries to stop him/
her, even though they could have because everyone is in the classroom” (Peers Present
condition). In the Baseline scenario, E said that everyone in the classroom committed the
transgression, and she placed a picture representing the transgression next to each student’s
image, including the participant’s. E further stated that “Everyone is in the classroom, so
everyone sees each other [committing the transgression].”

The teacher was then described as returning to the classroom, seeing the transgression, and
finding evidence on the transgressor(s) (e.g., crayon in transgressor’s hand). Children were
then reminded of the school’s rule that “stickers can be taken away if someone breaks
arule.” E then said that the teacher either took away everyone’s sticker including the
participant’s sticker (Collective and Baseline conditions) or just the single transgressor’s
sticker (Targeted condition). After announcing the teacher’s decision, E physically removed
the respective sticker(s). (Scripts for all scenarios are provided in the online supplemental
materials [OSM].)
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After each scenario, E asked children comprehension questions to ensure they remembered
who committed the transgression, who saw the transgression occur, and whose sticker(s)
were taken away (see OSM for details). If children were confused about any of the events in
the story, E re-explained what had occurred in the classroom and asked the comprehension
questions again. Participants would be excluded if they failed to answer comprehension
questions correctly three times in a row. However, no participant failed to answer correctly
three times in a row and thus no participants were excluded for this reason.

Children were then asked test questions to assess how they evaluated the different types

of punishment and how these punishments influenced their judgments of others in the
classroom. Children were asked open-ended justification questions after each test question
or behavioral response to gain additional insights into their reasoning. Before each set of
questions, children were reminded about who committed the transgression, who was or was
not in the classroom, and whose sticker was taken away. The question sets were as follows:

2.3.1| Fairness of the punishment
1 “Do you think it is fair that this student’s/everyone’s sticker was taken away?”

2. “How fair/unfair?” (using the bar graph that was introduced at the beginning of
the study)

a If children answered “Fair”; “Is it not fair at all, a little fair, fair, or
really fair?”

b. If children answered “Unfair”: “Is it okay, a little unfair, unfair, or really
unfair?”

3. Justification question: “Why do you think it was [quantity selected] fair/unfair?”

2.3.2| Transgressor

1 “How much do you like this student? Not at all, a little bit, a medium amount,
or a lot? Point to the bar that shows how much you like her/him.” (using bar
graph). (In Baseling, this question was asked about a White, gender-matched
child chosen at random.)

2. Justification: “Why do you like this person [quantity chosen]?”

2.3.3| Teacher

1. “If you had a really important secret you didn’t want people to know, would you
tell [the teacher]?”

2. “Why would you (not) share your secret with [the teacher]?”

Finally, we conducted two resource distribution tasks to obtain a behavioral measure

of children’s responses to the peer transgressor and the teacher. Specifically, after the
Transgressor question set, children were given 3 cloth flowers to share with the transgressor
and another classmate, and after the Teacher question set, children were given 3 cloth
flowers to share with the teacher and a neutral adult (a stranger). In both cases, they were
told that E would see the two individuals later and could bring them something from the
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child; this was done to add value to the flowers and make them seem like rewards or gifts
that children could distribute as they wanted. After children distributed the flowers, E asked,
“Why did you give him/her more flowers?” (Detailed scripts for all questions are provided in
the OSM).

The order of the three scenarios (Collective, Targeted and Baseline) and the order of the
transgressions (paint, crayon, and poster) were counterbalanced across children. The order
of the question sets (fairness of punishment, transgressor, and teacher) was also randomized
across children, though questions within each set were presented in a fixed order.

2.4 | Coding and reliability

Children’s responses to all questions were coded offline from video recordings of the
experimental session by the primary experimenter (the first author). In order to assess
reliability, a random selection of 25% of the videos (n7= 18) were coded by two secondary
coders naive to research hypotheses (9 videos per coder).

Responses to test questions were coded as follows: whether children thought the punishment
was fair (yes = 1, no = 0), how fair/unfair (from -3 = really unfair, to 3 = really fair4), how
much they liked the transgressor (from 1 = not at all, to 4 = a lot), and if they would share
their secret with a teacher (yes = 1, no = 0). We also coded how many flowers children
shared with the transgressor versus another peer and how many flowers they shared with the
teacher versus another adult.

The coding schemes for children’s justifications (partially adapted from Smith & Warneken,
2016) varied based on the set of test questions. For questions about the fairness of the
punishment, participants’ justifications were coded for referencing deservingness explicitly,
referencing deservingness implicitly, sameness (desire for everyone to receive the same
treatment), group responsibility, and emotion. Participants’ justifications for the transgressor
ratings and flower distribution were coded for referencing the transgression or the
punishment. Participants’ justifications for why students would (not) share their secret with
the teacher were coded for referencing the transgression, the punishment, trust, conventions
of a secret, and role of a teacher/adult. Justifications for teacher flower distribution were
coded for referencing the transgression, punishment, or familiarity (being familiar with or
“knowing” the adult; e.g., “She’s my teacher”). For all questions, the justification codes
were not mutually exclusive. Detailed information about the justification coding schemes is
provided in Tables S1-S4 in OSM.

Reliability for the test questions (kappa = 1.00), behavioral responses (kappa = .99) and
justification coding (kappa = .88) were excellent.

4This 7-point scale was created by combining the “How fair?” scale (0 = ‘not fair at all’ to 3 = ‘really fair’) and “How unfair?” scale
(0 = ‘okay’ to —3 = ‘really unfair’). That is, the first point on both scales was scored 0 to have both scales begin at the same neutral
point, and the combined scale then extended down to —3 for unfairness and up to 3 for fairness.

Soc Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 July 11.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnue Joyiny

1duosnuen Joyiny

Page 12

Analysis plan

Analyses were conducted in line with our preregistration. One exception was that given

the structure of the fairness and trust variables (yes/no), we updated our analysis plans

and performed generalized mixed effects models. In addition, for all significant age x
condition interaction effects, we conducted posthoc analyses (not preregistered) to compare
younger and older children for each of the conditions. Bonferroni correction for multiple
comparisons was applied for all posthoc analyses.

RESULTS

Fairness of the punishment

Analyses of children’s responses to whether they thought the punishment was fair (yes/no)
and children’s fairness ratings (‘how fair/unfair?’) revealed very similar results. We thus
only report results from children’s fairness ratings here; detailed results for the binary
(yes/no) question are reported in the OSM.

3.1.1| Fairness ratings—A repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted with ratings
of fairness on a 7-point scale (from -3 = really unfair, to 3 = really fair), with condition

as a within-subjects factor and age group and peer presence as between-subjects factors.
Significant effects were followed up with posthoc pairwise comparisons with Bonferroni
adjusted p-values. This analysis revealed a main effect of condition, A2, 136) = 31.73, p<
.001, 77 = .32, as well as a main effect of age, A1, 68) = 7.82, p=.007, 77 = .10. These
main effects were qualified by a significant condition by age interaction, A2, 136) = 10.28,
p<.001, 77 = .13. To follow up on this interaction, separate repeated-measures ANOVAs
were conducted for each age group.

Among the older children, there was a significant difference between conditions, A2,70) =
50.82, p<.001, 7% = .59. Specifically, their average ratings of the collective punishment
were in the “a little unfair’ to ‘unfair’ range (M= -1.56, SD = 2.09) whereas their

average ratings of the targeted and baseline punishments were in the “fair” range (Targeted:
M=2.08, SD=1.63; Baseline: M=2.08, SD=1.75). Pairwise comparisons revealed

that, as predicted, the older children rated the punishment in the Collective condition as
significantly less fair than in the Targeted (0 < .001, d= 1.29) and Baseline conditions
(p<.001, d=1.34). Their fairness ratings of the Targeted and Baseline conditions were
not significantly different, p= 1.00. Among the younger children, however, the ANOVA
revealed no statistically significant difference in fairness ratings between the Collective (M
=-.83, SD=2.44), Targeted (M= .11, SD = 2.83), and Baseline (M= .22, SD = 2.65)
conditions, p = .10, which all fell in the neutral to *“a little unfair” range (see Figure 2).
There were no other significant effects (all ps> .27).

Additional independent samples t-tests (not preregistered) revealed a significant difference
in ratings between the younger and older children for the Targeted (455.80) = -3.62, p<
.001, d=.85) and Baseline ({60.55) = -3.52, p< .001, d=.82) conditions such that the
older children rated the punishment in the Targeted and Baseline conditions as more fair
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compared with the younger children. However, there was no difference in fairness ratings
between the younger and older children for the Collective condition (p=.182).

3.1.2| Justifications for fairness ratings—At both ages, the most common form
of justification that children provided for their fairness ratings implicitly referenced
deservingness, that is, mentioned actions of the transgressor or punishment related to
deservingness (e.g., “Because he drew on the wall”). The older children’s justifications
were especially likely to mention implicit deservingness, with 72% of the 6-7-year-olds
and 44% of 4-5-year-olds doing so. A few children at each age also explicitly referenced
deservingness, that is, specifically mentioned how the individual action did or did not
deserve the punishment given (e.g., “...it was his fault so it’s kind of not fair, we didn’t do
anything bad”; see Table S5 in OSM for details).

3.2 | Transgressor

3.2.1| Ratings of liking—A repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted with ratings
of liking the peer transgressor (from 1 = not at all, to 4 = a lot) in each condition as a
within-subjects factor and age group and peer presence as between-subjects factors. This
analysis revealed a main effect of condition, A2, 134) = 17.26, p< .001, 77 = .21, such that
across ages, children reported liking the transgressor more in the Baseline condition (M=
2.42, SD = 1.08) than in both the Collective condition (M= 1.75, SD = .89), p<.001, d
=.93, and the Targeted condition (M= 1.83, SD=.96), p<.001, d= .88. There was no
statistically significant difference between the Collective and Targeted conditions, p= 1.00
(see Figure 3). There were no main effects or interaction effects in the omnibus model for
age (all ps >.20) or peer presence (all ps > .36). Thus, overall, children reported liking the
transgressor more in the Baseline compared to both the Collective and Targeted conditions.

3.2.2| Justifications for transgressor liking—About three-quarters of the children
at both ages in the Targeted and Collective conditions referenced the transgression when
justifying their reported liking of the transgressor; the proportions were lower in the
Baseline condition, where closer to half of the children at each age referenced the
transgression. Few children in either age group referenced the punishment given by the
teacher in any of the conditions (see Table S6 in OSM for details).

3.2.3| Flower distribution—A repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted with
conditions as a within-subjects factor and age group and peer presence as between-subjects
factors. This revealed a main effect of condition on the number of flowers shared with the
transgressor, A2, 136) = 20.32, p< .001, 77 = .23. Consistent with their ratings of liking,
across ages, children shared more flowers with the transgressor in the Baseline condition (M
= 1.43, SD = .55) compared to both the Collective condition (M= 1.04, SD = .57), p< .001,
d= .68, and the Targeted condition (M= .90, SD = .56), p<.001, d=.17. There was no
statistically significant difference between the Collective and Targeted conditions, p=.165
(see Figure 3). There were no other significant main effects or interactions (all ps > .18).

3.2.4| Justifications for transgressor flower distribution—Most children at both
ages in the Targeted and Collective conditions referenced the transgression (e.g., “She drew
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on the wall””) when justifying their flower distribution between the transgressor and a neutral
peer; the proportions were lower in the Baseline condition, where most children at both
ages provided a justification categorized as “other.” Few children at either age in any of

the conditions referenced the punishment that the transgressor had received (see Table S7 in
OSM for details).

3.3| Evaluations of teacher

3.3.1| Secret sharing—A generalized mixed effects model with a binary logistic link
function was conducted with condition as a within-subjects factor and age group and peer
presence as between-subjects factors predicting children’s willingness to entrust the teacher
with a secret (yes = 1, no = 0). This analysis revealed an interaction between peer presence
and age, A1,204) = 4.64, p=.032 (OR = 4.09 CI [.56-29.67]). However, in follow-up
chi-square analyses, there were no significant differences between age groups in either the
Peers Absent condition (p = .712) or the Peers Present condition (p = .337). There were no
other significant main effects or interactions (all ps > .38).

3.3.2| Justifications for secret sharing—At both ages and in all conditions, a
substantial minority of children referenced conventions of secrets in their justifications, that
is, they cited their understanding of how one handles secrets (e.g., “Because secrets are
secrets; if you have a secret, you shouldn’t share it”). The rest of children’s justifications
fell fairly evenly into the other four categories, including references to the transgression, the
punishment, the role of the teacher (e.g., “Because the teacher needs to know™), and trust
(e.g., “Because | don’t think | would trust her”) (see Table S8 in OSM for more details).

3.3.3| Flower distribution—A repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted with the
number of flowers shared with the teacher (vs. a neutral adult) in each condition as a within-
subjects factor and age group and peer presence as between-subjects factors. This revealed

a main effect of condition, A2,136) = 4.96, p=.008, 7 =.07: Children gave significantly
fewer flowers to the teacher in the Collective condition (M= 1.53, SD = .69) compared

to both the Baseline condition (M= 1.81, SD = .62), p=.035, d= .36, and the Targeted
condition (M=1.79, SD=.56), p=.026, d=.38. There was no significant difference
between the Baseline and Targeted conditions, o= 1.00 (see Figure 4). There were no other
significant main effects or interaction effects, including no significant effects of age (all ps>
.62) or peer presence (all ps>.09). Thus, children at both ages distributed less generously to
a teacher who meted out collective punishment than one who used targeted punishment and
one who punished the whole group for the whole group’s transgression (Baseline).

3.3.4| Justifications for teacher flower distribution—When justifying their flower
distribution to the teacher, a substantial minority of older children referenced the punishment
in the Targeted condition (e.g., “Because she didn’t take everyone’s sticker away”) and
referenced familiarity with the teacher in the Collective and Baseline conditions (e.qg.,
“Because she’s the teacher of our class™). Younger children generally provided justifications
categorized as “other” (see Table S9 in OSM for details).
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4| DISCUSSION

Targeted and collective punishments are both widely used forms of punishment, including
in the classroom (e.g., Cushman et al., 2012; Darcy, 2010; Selman & Dray, 2006). A

large body of work has examined how collective punishment is used (Hechter, 1990), its
effectiveness (Chapkovski, 2021), and how people view collective punishment (Heckathorn,
1990). However, little is known to date about how children evaluate collective punishment
when they are themselves impacted by it, such as in a school setting. Consistent with

prior work conducted in a third-party context (Smith & Warneken, 2016), our study using

a first-person collective punishment context revealed that children’s judgments of targeted
versus collective punishments shifted between the preschool and early school ages. We also
showed for the first time that the type of punishment affected children’s evaluations of and
affiliations with the peer transgressor as well as the adult who meted out the punishment.

4.1| Evaluation of the punishment

In support of our central hypotheses, we found that children’s evaluations of the fairness

of different punishment types changed across early childhood. Specifically, as predicted

and consistent with the developmental shift documented by Smith and Warneken (2016),

the older children (67 years) in our study clearly differentiated between the fairness of
targeted versus collective punishment, evaluating targeted punishment as fair but collective
punishment as unfair. On the other hand, the younger children (4-5 years) did not clearly
evaluate either collective or targeted punishment as fairer. Moreover, the older children rated
targeted punishments as fairer compared to the younger children (though they did not rate
collective punishment as less fair than the younger children). Importantly, using a novel,
baseline scenario in which the entire group was said to have transgressed and to be punished,
we found that the older children did not simply view all group punishment to be unfair

but rather did so specifically in the collective case, when the group was punished for the
transgression of one individual. Together, our findings and those of Smith and Warneken
provide converging evidence that between the preschool and early school years, children (at
least in the US) develop an increasingly sophisticated understanding of punishment and its
fair application such that by 6-7 years of age, they begin to perceive punishment that targets
the transgressor as substantially fairer than punishment delivered to the transgressor’s entire

group.

This shift is in line with a well-documented shift at these ages in children’s reasoning

about equality and equity (see also Smith & Warneken, 2016). Prior work demonstrates that
by around 5-6 years of age, children shift from preferring equal distributions to equitable
distributions that integrate more complex aspects such as need and merit (Damon, 1975;
Fraser et al., 2007; Hook & Cook, 1979; McGillicuddy-de Lisi et al., 1994). Remarkably,
this developmental shift from equality-based to equity-based reasoning emerges across a
wide variety of contexts and cultures (Huppert et al., 2019). This shift may partially

explain why the older children in our study viewed targeted punishment as fair, and
significantly more fair than collective punishment: because targeted punishment is the
equitable consequence for an individual’s transgression.
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In line with Smith and Warneken (2016), we found an age effect wherein the older children
judged targeted punishment to be fairer than the younger children, consistent with the
above-noted development shift towards prioritizing equity over equality. However, whereas
Smith and Warneken reported a further age effect such that older children judged collective
punishment to be less fair than did the younger children, the younger and older children in
our study did not differ in this regard, with both age groups judging collective punishment
to be somewhat unfair. This lack of age effect for the collective condition could be due

in part to our first-person design, wherein the participating child’s own sticker was taken
away in the collective scenario (as opposed to Smith and Warneken’s third-party design
where the child was not personally affected). This may have led children in our study

to have a somewhat negative response to the collective punishment, which may have
counteracted their otherwise positive view of collective punishment (though children’s
fairness assessments likely did not rely solely on their personal negative impact given that
they did not judge targeted punishment—which did not personally affect them—as fairer
than collective punishment).

This proposal aligns well with prior findings that although young children understand

that resources should be shared equally, they nonetheless continue to accept and actively
engage in unequal distributions that are advantageous to themselves and they do not

reject distributions that advantage them until a few years later (around 7-8 years; e.g.,

Fehr et al., 2008; Kogut, 2012; Smith et al., 2013). Similarly, although 4- to 6-year-olds
prefer a procedurally just method for resource allocation in third-party contexts, they do

not show this preference in first-party contexts, that is, when they stand to gain from
distributive injustice; the latter preference is only evident by 7-8 years (Dunham et al.,
2018). It seems plausible, therefore, that the younger children in our study were not able

to objectively assess and view collective punishment as relatively fair due in part to their
conflicting feelings about being punished themselves. Though this involvement of their own
interests may seem problematic for assessing children’s views on collective punishment, we
believe that because children may experience collective punishment themselves, examining
their perceptions of such punishment in first-person situations is important for a fuller
understanding of the phenomenon.

Consistent with Smith and Warneken (2016), the younger children in our study did not differ
in their fairness evaluations of the targeted versus collective punishments. There are a few
possible reasons for this pattern among the younger children. One is that children at these
younger ages simply do not approve of punishment of any kind. In line with this, prior work
found that a majority of younger children (5-6 years) preferred to live in a world with no
punishment for theft whereas older children preferred a world with punishment (Bregant

et al., 2016). Preschool-age children may thus not view punishment in general as fair or
appropriate.

A second possibility is that within the younger age group, children’s responses to different
forms of punishment were heterogeneous and thus, as a group, did not reveal significant
differences. Indeed, a closer look at the younger children’s fairness ratings data supports
this idea. As Figure 2 shows, the younger (but not older) group’s data appear to be largely
bimodal, with a substantial proportion responding that each type of punishment was fair and
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a similar proportion responding that each type of punishment was unfair. That is, the means
derived from these data obscure the fact that the younger children were quite evenly split

in their fairness evaluations of each type of punishment. An interesting explanation for this
bimodal pattern is that this is a transitional stage wherein some of the younger children have
started to shift from an equality-based to a more equity-based perspective (see also Baumard
et al., 2012, for evidence of equity understanding by as early as 3—4 years), and thus, like
the older age group, view targeted punishment as fair and collective punishment as unfair;
other children in the younger group may still primarily hold an equality-based perspective
and thus view targeted punishment as unfair and collective punishment as fair. This split at
the younger age may help explain why as a group, the 4- to 5-year-olds in our study (and
Smith & Warneken, 2016) did not rate either collective or targeted punishment as fairer. This
will be an important direction to explore in future work.

More generally, our results contribute to the broader literature on children’s reasoning
about punishment. It is well documented that children are willing to administer punishment
themselves (e.g., McAuliffe et al., 2015; Riedl et al., 2015), have a preference for
punishment over no intervention (Killen et al., 1994), and expect that others will punish
(Geraci, 2021; Geraci & Surian, 2021; Loke et al., 2011; Marshall et al., 2020), and

these tendencies emerge in infancy (Geraci & Surian, 2023; Kanakogi et al., 2022). The
present study adds to this work and joins other recent findings in demonstrating that by

the preschool and early school years, children have an increasingly nuanced understanding
of punishment, including considering the fairness and the type of punishment being
administered (e.g., Brinker et al., 2003; Evans et al., 2001; Smith & Warneken, 2016).

Responses to peer transgressor

Our study addressed several additional, novel questions related to the impact of different
forms of punishment on children’s social lives. First, we explored whether the type of
punishment affected children’s relationships with the peer who committed the transgression.
We had tentatively predicted that children would like the transgressor less in the Collective
scenario compared to the Targeted scenario because the transgressor’s actions in the
Collective case ultimately cause more harm: by resulting in the removal of everyone’s
(including the child’s own) stickers. This prediction was based on prior findings that
children dis-prefer and act less prosocially towards those whose actions cause harm than
those whose actions cause no harm (e.g., Smetana & Ball, 2018; Zelazo et al., 1996).
However, we found that at both ages, children in both the Collective and Targeted conditions
showed a similarly low level of liking the peer transgressor (between ‘not at all” and ‘a little
bit”) and distributed fewer flowers (~1 out of 3 flowers) to the transgressor than in Baseline.

Although this appears to contradict prior findings, we note that unlike in prior work, in
which the transgression directly caused (or did not cause) harm (e.g., Smetana & Ball, 2018;
Zelazo et al., 1996), the harm in our study (taking away the child’s and other classmates’
stickers) was caused (or not caused) indirectly, by the teacher’s decision to use collective

or targeted punishment. In other words, the transgressor’s original actions were similarly
negative in both the Targeted and Collective conditions, and the children seemed to evaluate
the transgressors on those terms, separate from the ensuing punishment chosen by the
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teacher. This aligns with Bregant et al.’s (2016) findings that children liked a thief who

was punished as much as a thief who was not punished, indicating that the punishment

did not change children’s regard for the transgressor. Children’s justifications support this
interpretation, as the majority of children at both ages mentioned the transgression to justify
both their evaluations of and flower distribution to the transgressor, whereas very few
children mentioned punishment.

Interestingly, children reported liking the peer significantly more in the Baseline condition—
when the entire class (including the participant) was said to have transgressed. This may be
because in this case, the entire group had transgressed and thus each individual was viewed
as less blameworthy. Further, although children were evaluating a peer transgressor, children
in the Baseline condition were themselves in the role of transgressors as well. Children may
thus have viewed the transgressor as more similar to them or perhaps even as an in-group
member, resulting in more positive ratings of the transgressor in the Baseline than the other
conditions (Aboud, 2003; Baron & Dunham, 2015; Dunham et al., 2011; Kinzler et al.,
2007).

Responses to punisher (teacher)

We also investigated for the first time how the type of punishment may affect children’s
evaluations of the punisher (i.e., the teacher). Across ages, children gave more flowers

to a teacher who administered a targeted punishment versus a collective punishment.

The fact that this effect was also evident at the younger age suggests that even (some)
4-5-year-olds may have begun to differentiate (perhaps in an implicit way) between the
targeted and collective punishments and to evaluate targeted punishment as preferable to
collective punishment. Impressively, in contrast to the peer findings, the older children’s
justifications for their distribution to the teacher were punishment-focused, that is, children
explained these distributions based on the kind of punishment the teacher had administered.
Together, this set of findings suggests that teachers’ choice of punishment may indeed
influence children’s assessments of their teachers, and specifically, a teacher’s use of
collective punishment may reduce children’s motivation to affiliate with the teacher and
could eventually erode a student-teacher relationship.

However, our second measure of teacher evaluation did not reveal a difference, as children
did not report greater willingness to trust (by sharing a secret with) the teacher who
administered targeted versus collective punishment. One reason may be that it takes a series
of encounters with a particular teacher to trust or distrust them. Therefore, perhaps the one
punishment decision was not enough to sway children’s trust. An alternative is that our
secret-sharing measure did not clearly capture children’s trust. Though prior work has used
secret sharing with teachers to measure interpersonal trust, it has done so by presenting
hypothetical scenarios in which a student tells their teacher a secret and participants judge
how likely the teacher is to keep the secret (e.g., Rotenberg et al., 2005), whereas we

asked children whether they would tell the teacher an important secret. This may impact
the results; for instance, asking children whether they would share a secret with the teacher
may have led children to focus on the conventions surrounding secret keeping in general. We
found some evidence for this in children’s justifications: A substantial minority of children
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across ages provided justifications focused on the conventions of secrets and the typical
information one shares with adults. Overall, it is important to interpret our teacher evaluation
findings with caution; though intriguing, these findings warrant further research, particularly
using an applied approach in real classrooms.

Taken together, our findings regarding children’s responses to the peer transgressor versus
teacher compellingly show that although children were directly negatively impacted by the
collective punishment, they did not respond to this punishment with generalized negative
affect. Rather, the teacher’s decision to impose a collective punishment seemed to impact
children’s perception of and responses to the teacher but (appropriately) did not generalize
to their perception of and responses to the transgressor. In other words, at both ages,
children’s evaluations focused on what was most relevant to the individual being evaluated.

Along related lines, we included a key Baseline scenario in which the entire group
(including the participant) had committed the transgression and the entire group was
punished. This scenario helped further clarify potential reasons why children prefer
particular forms of punishment. Specifically, older children rated the collective punishment
as less fair compared to the targeted punishment, but there was no difference in their fairness
evaluations of the Targeted versus Baseline conditions. Similarly, at both ages, children’s
evaluations of the transgressor and teacher revealed differences between the Collective and
Baseline conditions. These findings suggest that children were evaluating the fairness of the
punishments based on the specifics of the situation and not solely on whether they were
themselves negatively impacted (i.e., their sticker was taken away). It also suggests that
children do not always perceive group punishment to be unfair; rather, participants viewed
group punishment as relatively fair if the entire group was responsible for the transgression.
including the participant. Overall, our findings show that from the preschool to early school
years, children’s evaluations of transgressions and punishments rely on a fairly nuanced
understanding of the transgressions, transgressors, punishments, and punishers involved.

4.4 Additional exploratory questions, limitations, and future directions

A further, exploratory question was whether the presence of bystanders who were aware

of the transgression (and could have intervened) increases the perceived fairness of
collective punishment. We thus manipulated whether the entire class was present during

the transgression but found virtually no effects of peer presence versus absence on any
measure. Though it is possible that the presence or absence of peer observers truly did not
matter for children’s evaluations, there are several leaner interpretations. One is that there
was simply too much information in the scenarios for children to keep track of. Moreover,
although the comprehension questions after each scenario ensured that children knew who
did (not) observe the transgression, they did not ensure that children comprehended that the
observers could have intervened in the transgression; it is possible that children did not draw
this key inference and their evaluations were thus not impacted by peer presence/absence.
Our study may also have been underpowered to detect this effect. Our a priori (preregistered)
power analyses were conducted to assess effects within the Peers Present and Peers Absent
conditions, not between these conditions. We did subsequently conduct a sensitivity analysis
for detecting between-condition differences, which indicated that given our design and
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sample size, we would have the power to detect a between-conditions difference with a
large effect size (see OSM for details). It is thus possible that peer presence had a small or
medium effect that our study was not sufficiently powered to detect. Though our findings
are inconclusive, we do think that the question of the impact of bystanders who could have
intervened (as well as of other external factors) on children’s views of punishment is worth
exploring further. To do so, future work should include a larger sample, employ a more
powerful manipulation, and clearly inform children about whether the observers could have
intervened.

An important related question our study points to is whether children might view targeted
and collective punishments as serving different functions, such as retribution or deterrence.
Recent work has shown that children consider and use both of these motivations in

their evaluations and administration of punishment (e.g., Arini et al., 2023; Marshall &
McAuliffe, 2022; Marshall et al., 2021). To our knowledge, however, prior work has not
considered whether children view different kinds of punishment as serving these functions
to a greater or lesser degree (though both punishment types likely serve both functions to
some extent). It seems plausible, for instance, that targeted punishment is perceived as better
suited for retribution because it focuses on punishing the transgressor, whereas collective
punishment might align better with deterrence as it may more effectively deter both the
transgressor and others from future transgressions. Some suggestive evidence for this comes
from Bregant et al. (2016), who found that 4- to 8-year-olds expected targeted punishment
to serve as a deterrent for the individual transgressor but not for bystanders or victims.
However, Bregant et al. only assessed targeted punishment, leaving unclear whether children
hold different beliefs about the motivations or effects of collective punishment. Our study
was not designed to tease apart this issue, but we do believe this is an exciting new direction
for this research. For instance, future studies could ask children why they think the teacher
used targeted versus collective punishment or what they believe the teacher should do when
a child transgresses (administer targeted or collective punishment).

An important limitation of our study is that it was conducted in a predominantly White
and educated population in the US. It therefore does not address the possible impact of
culture on children’s views of various forms of punishment. One useful distinction here
may be between cultures that are more heavily individualistic (represented in the present
study) versus collectivistic. Cultures that foster individualism generally focus on personal
responsibility and freedom of choice (Waterman, 1984). In cultures that have a collectivist
focus, however, priority is often given to maintaining harmonious interdependence with
others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). This latter emphasis fosters the belief that one must
bear responsibility for others’ actions. Adults and children in collectivistic cultures also
have somewhat distinct moral evaluations, such as having broader and more stringent
expectations of social responsibility (Miller et al., 1990). Further, Huppert et al. (2019)
recently found that the levels of individualism versus collectivism in a culture impacted
the age and extent to which children preferred equality or equity: Children in more
individualistic cultures were found overall to endorse equitable distributions at a younger
age than children in more collectivist cultures. And of direct relevance to the present
work, collective punishment is widely used in collectivistic cultures such as Japan (Hechter
& Kanazawa, 1993). Together, the prior work raises the very interesting possibility that
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children raised in more collectivist environments may be less likely to judge collective
punishment as unfair or less fair than targeted punishment. Additionally, teachers’ use of
collective punishment may not have a negative impact—and may even have a positive
impact—on children’s evaluations of and relationships with the teachers, who may be
viewed as upholding cultural expectations. Thus, extending this study to other cultures,
particularly those with more collectivistic values, will be a critical next step for this work.

Another limitation is the hypothetical nature of our scenarios. Though we did take several
steps to increase the ecological validity of the scenarios, we acknowledge that using

pretend situations can impact children’s behaviors, including their willingness to administer
punishment (Kenward & Osth, 2015; Packer & Moreno-Dulcey, 2022; but see Stengelin

et al., 2023). Any age differences may also partially stem from differences in younger
versus older children’s ability to understand and accept the hypothetical situations presented
in the study rather than from the experimental variables. Moreover, although our flower
distribution and secret sharing tasks were adapted from prior work and included as an initial
exploration of how punishment may impact children’s relationships, these tasks also likely
had low ecological validity (e.g., asking children to consider sharing a hypothetical secret
with a hypothetical adult). Thus, although we believe that the current paradigm provides
important insights into children’s responses to targeted versus collective punishment, it will
be important to increase the realism of the scenarios and tasks in future work to assess the
validity and generalizability of our findings.

Future studies would also benefit from expanding the scope of this study, such as

by including other transgression types (e.g., ones involving a direct victim, fairness
transgressions, or moral transgressions; Smetana et al., 2014), varying the severity and
intentionality of the transgression (Cushman et al., 2013; Loke et al., 2011), having the
transgressor express remorse (Darby & Schlenker, 1989; Oostenbroek& Vaish, 2019), and
varying the group membership of the transgressor (Dunham et al., 2011; Schmidt et al.,
2012). 1t will also be important to take this research out of a controlled lab setting, such as
by conducting naturalistic observations in actual classrooms, which offer a rich network of
norms, existing relationships, and social dynamics.

In conclusion, this study shows that even quite young children are able to think critically
about various punishment strategies and that their assessments of these strategies change
across development. These different punishment strategies also impact how children view
the transgressors and the punishers (or, in the context of a classroom, how they view

their peers and teachers). As this understanding grows, educators and others working with
children ought to critically consider the various psychological and social impacts of a given
sanction on children of varying ages before implementing it in a classroom. More generally,
this line of work sheds new light on children’s developing perceptions of norm enforcement
and enforcers, which is a key feature of human cooperation.
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FIGURE 1.

Example of the experimental setup for each of the punishment types. Note: The participant
is represented by a self-portrait, the transgressor(s) are identified by the presence of the
crayon and scribbles, and the stars are the “prize” stickers given out in the scenario. The
images used in the present study were taken from standardized datasets (Ebner et al., 2010;
LoBue & Thrasher, 2014). However, for copyright reasons, the images shown here are
Al-generated photos simulated using https://generated.photos/faces/child.
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FIGURE 2.
Mean fairness ratings in each condition, by age. Note: Error bars represent the 95%

confidence interval and individual data points are indicated with diamond shapes. Symbols:
***p<.001.
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Mean ratings of liking the transgressor and average number of flowers shared with the
transgressor in each condition. ANote: Error bars represent the 95% confidence interval and
> individual data points are indicated with diamond shapes. Symbols: ***p < .001.
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FIGURE 4.
Mean number of flowers shared with the teacher in each condition. Note. Error bars

represent the 95% confidence interval and individual data points are indicated with diamond
shapes. *p < .05, **p< .01.
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