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Abstract

Human morality has fascinated philosophers and psychologists throughout history. The
question about when children conceive of behavior as moral and which factors guide morally
relevant behavior remains prevalent in developmental psychological research up to today. A
classical line of theories highlights the role of normative views and reasoning for moral
behavior (e.g., Kohlberg, 1976; Turiel, 2003). Empirical studies have addressed their relation
across development. Yet, the relation between moral judgment and behavior remains
intensely debated (e.g., Blake, 2018; Blasi, 1983; Killen & Dahl, 2018). Empirical evidence
remains inconclusive and calls for a differentiated examination particularly in childhood. An
alternative line of theories emphasizes the role of the self-concept for engaging in morally
relevant actions (e.g., Hardy & Carlo, 2011; Krettenauer, 2013; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004b).
In particular, as the empirical evidence for a relation between moral judgment and behavior
was found to be insufficient, theories suggested the moral self-concept to close a gap
between moral judgment and behavior. These theories stimulated a body of research in
adolescence and adulthood, which supported the relevance of self-related cognitions for
moral behavior. Yet, the role of the moral self-concept early in development remains barely
tested. In addition, empirical evidence on functional mechanisms that might link the moral
self-concept to behavior is pending. Finally, although both normative views and the moral
self-concept are considered as key factors for moral development, they have so far mostly
been investigated separately. The current thesis aimed to test theoretical claims on the
emergence of normative views, and on the relation of normative views and the moral self-
concept with actual morally relevant behavior across development. For that purpose, seven
studies were conducted, focusing on different age groups from preschool years to adulthood.
The first study examined the emergence of a normative stance toward other-oriented
behavior in early childhood. In particular, it aimed to test the theoretical claim that empathy-
based comforting becomes normatively represented in preschool years. For that purpose, 3-
and 5-year-olds observed agents who reacted differently to a puppet in emotional need
(comforting, ignoring, laughing). Three-year-olds expressed a normative stance against the
antisocial reaction by spontaneously protesting. Only 5-year-olds expressed a normative
5



Abstract

stance toward the comforting reaction by spontaneously affirming it. The study thus supports
the notion that a normative concern about others’ well-being emerges in preschool years.

The second study investigated the emergence of normative views and the handling
of conflicting normative views in a resource distribution context in preschool years. In
particular, the study contrasted a norm of equality and a norm of partiality resulting from
friendship. Across two experiments, 4- to 6-year-olds observed puppets who either followed
a norm of partiality by allocating more resources to a friend than to a non-friend, who
behaved in the opposite way, or who distributed resources equally. While preschoolers
expressed a normative notion toward partiality, they more strongly enforced of a norm of
equality. The study sheds light on normative demands that result from close relationships,
but at the same time confirms the dominance of a norm of equal distribution in preschool
years.

The third study served to directly test the relation between preschooler’s normative
view and own behavior in the context of resource distribution, when contrasting fairness
considerations and the inclination to favor friends. To this end, 4- to 6-year-olds’ normative
stance and own resource distribution behavior when being faced with a rich friend and a
poor non-friend were assessed. On the group level, preschoolers expressed a normative
stance toward rectifying inequalities but they favored a rich friend when distributing
resources themselves. On the individual level, preschooler’s normative view and actual
behavior correlated. The study thus supports both theories that suggest dissociation or
coherence between normative views and behavior, and integrates evidence for both.

The fourth study examined the role of the moral self-concept early in development.
In particular, it bridged the examination of normative views and the moral self-concept, and
investigated the relative contribution of both for sharing behavior. Beyond that, the study
shed light on the inherent structure of different normative expressions in preschool years.
For that purpose, 4- to 6-year-olds’ normative stance toward sharing, their moral self-
concept, and own sharing behavior was assessed. Normative expressions in preschool years
seem to rest on two distinct factors. Yet, only the moral self-concept related to sharing
behavior. The study thus supports the notion that the moral self-concept is behaviorally
relevant already in preschool years. In addition, person-based analyses suggested that the
relation between normative views and behavior differs between groups of individuals.

The fifth study examined the nature of the relation between the moral self-concept
and sharing behavior in middle childhood in more detail. In particular, it tested the role of

consequential and anticipated emotions regarding prosocial behavior across two
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experiments. To this end, 5- to 9-year-olds’ moral self-concept, own sharing behavior, and
consequential or anticipated emotions regarding sharing were assessed. Children’s moral
self-concept correlated with their sharing behavior. The anticipation of negative feelings
when not-sharing seems to be one factor that links the moral self-concept to behavior. In
addition, an increasing understanding of the affective consequences of (not-)sharing
explained an increase in sharing behavior with age. The study thus corroborates both the
relevance of the moral self-concept and emotions for morally relevant behavior and supports
the notion that other-oriented behavior becomes increasingly perceived as personally
obligatory across middle childhood.

The sixth study shed light on the nature of the relation between the moral self-concept
and sharing behavior in adults. Across two experiments, the study tested the role of
consequential and anticipated emotions, and of preference for consistency. Adults’ moral
self-concept correlated with their sharing behavior. The relation between the moral self-
concept and behavior was mediated through anticipated and consequential emotions
regarding not-sharing. Preference for consistency, on the contrary, had no impact on the
relation. The study demonstrates the interplay of the moral self-concept and emotional
processes for prosocial behavior. Moreover, it challenges the theoretical notion that striving
for self-consistency links the moral self-concept to behavior.

The seventh study contrasted the relevance of self-focused and other-focused factors
for a currently relevant other-oriented behavior, that is, social distancing during the COVID-
19 pandemic. In an online study, adults” moral self-concept, moral judgment regarding social
distancing, and their adherence to social distancing was assessed, among others. The moral
self-concept correlated with social distancing. When considering all factors, moral judgment
and empathy for loved ones were found to be most relevant for social distancing. The study
thus supports the relevance of normative views and interpersonal considerations. In addition,
it suggests that moral judgment and the moral self-concept complement each other in guiding
behavior.

Overall, this thesis demonstrates the relevance of both normative views and the moral
self-concept from early on. In preschool years, children start to regard behavior that pertains
to other’s welfare and fairness as normatively required (Study 1-2). In the context of resource
distribution, these normative views seem to be related to behavior on the level of individuals
(Study 3). Situational factors or own desires might shift normative views and behavior on
the group level, though. The relation between normative views and behavior also seems to

differ between groups of individuals (Study 4). The findings thus indicate how theoretical
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notions that suggest discrepancy or coherence between normative views and behavior could
be integrated in preschool years. Beyond normative views, the thesis provides great evidence
for the relevance of the moral self-concept from preschool years on (Study 4-7). Particularly
if normative obligations conflict with own desires, the moral self-concept but not normative
views seem to be related to behavior in preschool years. In middle childhood and adulthood,
the relation between self-concept and behavior seems to be partly explained by emotions
that are anticipated from the respective behavior (Study 5-6). An increasing understanding
of emotions associated with prosocial behavior also seems to explain a developmental
increase in prosocial behavior (Study 5). The notion that striving for self-consistency links
the moral self-concept to behavior becomes challenged, though (Study 6). In conclusion, this
thesis demonstrates that normative views and the moral self-concept become relevant in

preschool years and conjointly guide morally relevant behavior throughout development.



Zusammenfassung (Deutsch)

Die Frage, wann Kinder ein Verhalten als moralisch verpflichtend ansehen und welche
Faktoren moralisch konnotiertes Verhalten erkléren, ist bis heute eine der zentralen Fragen
der entwicklungspsychologischen Forschung. Kilassischen Theorien zufolge spielen
normative Einstellungen und moralisches Urteilsvermdgen eine wichtige Rolle fur
moralisches Verhalten (z.B. Kohlberg, 1976; Turiel, 2003). Empirische Studien
untersuchten den Zusammenhang der beiden Aspekte (ber die Entwicklungsspanne hinweg.
Jedoch bleibt der Zusammenhang zwischen moralischem Urteil und Verhalten umstritten
(z.B. Blake, 2018; Blasi, 1983; Killen & Dahl, 2018). Die empirische Befundlage bleibt
uneindeutig und erfordert insbesondere in der Kindheit eine differenzierte Untersuchung.
Eine weitere Reihe von Theorien betont die Bedeutung des Selbstkonzepts fiir moralisch
relevantes Verhalten (z.B. Hardy & Carlo, 2011; Krettenauer, 2013; Lapsley & Narvaez,
2004). Insbesondere aufgrund von unzureichender empirischer Evidenz fir den
Zusammenhang von moralischem Urteil und Verhalten schlagen diese Theorien das
moralische Selbstkonzept als Briicke zwischen moralischem Urteil und Verhalten vor. Diese
Theorien regten eine Reihe von Forschung an Jugendlichen und Erwachsenen an, welche die
Relevanz des Selbstkonzepts fiir moralisches Verhalten verdeutlichte. Die Rolle des
moralischen Selbstkonzepts in der frihen Entwicklung wurde allerdings kaum getestet. Des
Weiteren wurden normative Einstellungen und das moralische Selbstkonzept bisher
hauptsachlich getrennt voneinander untersucht, obwohl beide als zentrale Faktoren der
Moralentwicklung angesehen werden. Die vorliegende Arbeit hatte zum Ziel, Theorien zur
Entwicklung normativer Einstellungen sowie zum Zusammenhang der normativen
Einstellungen und des moralischen Selbstkonzepts mit tatsdchlichem moralisch relevantem
Verhalten im Entwicklungsverlauf zu testen. Zu diesem Zweck wurden sieben Studien
durchgefuhrt, welche verschiedene Altersgruppen vom Vorschulalter bis zum
Erwachsenenalter untersuchten.

Die erste Studie untersuchte wann Kinder die normative Uberzeugung entwickeln,
dass Verhalten, welches sich auf das Wohlergehen anderer bezieht, als verpflichtend
angesehen wird. Die Studie testete insbesondere die theoretische Annahme, dass Empathie-
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basiertes Trosten im Laufe des Vorschulalters normativ repréasentiert wird. Dazu
beobachteten 3- und 5-j&hrige Kinder Agenten, die verschiedene Reaktionen auf eine Puppe
in einer emotionalen Notlage zeigten (trdsten, ignorieren, auslachen). Dreijahrige zeigten
eine normative Einstellung gegen die antisoziale Reaktion, indem sie spontan dagegen
protestierten. Nur Funfjahrige zeigten eine normative Uberzeugung, dass Trosten geboten
ist, indem sie diese Reaktion spontan bekréftigten. Damit unterstiutzt die Studie die
Auffassung, dass sich ein normatives Interesse am Wohlergehen anderer im Vorschulalter
entwickelt.

Die zweite Studie untersuchte die Entstehung normativer Einstellungen und den
Umgang mit konfligierenden normativen  Uberzeugungen im  Kontext der
Ressourcenverteilung im Vorschulalter. Dazu kontrastierte die Studie eine Norm der
Gleichverteilung mit einer Norm der Parteilichkeit, die aus einer Freundschaft hervorgeht.
In zwei Experimenten beobachteten 4- bis 6-jédhrige Kinder Puppen, die entweder einer
Parteilichkeitsnorm folgten (indem sie einem Freund mehr Ressourcen gaben als einem
Nicht-Freund), die sich entgegengesetzt parteilich verhielten, oder die Ressourcen
gleichverteilten. Die Vorschiler brachten zwar eine normative Auffassung gegenuber
parteilichem Verhalten zum Ausdruck, bekréftigten die Gleichverteilungsnorm aber mit
mehr Nachdruck. Die Studie beleuchtet damit normative Verpflichtungen, die aus engen
Beziehungen hervorgehen, bestatigt aber gleichzeitig, dass eine Norm der Gleichverteilung
im Vorschulalter Uberwiegt.

Die dritte Studie diente dazu, den Zusammenhang von normativen Einstellungen und
eigenem Verhalten im Kontext der Ressourcenverteilung direkt zu testen. Hierbei wurden
Fairness-Uberlegungen der Tendenz, Freunde zu bevorzugen, gegeniibergestellt. Bei 4- bis
6-jahrigen Kindern wurden die normative Uberzeugung und das eigene Verteilen von
Ressourcen zwischen einem reichen Freund und einem armen Nicht-Freund erfasst. Auf der
Ebene der Stichprobe zeigte sich, dass die Vorschiler das Beheben der Ungleichheit als
normativ erforderlich ansahen, aber den reichen Freund bei ihrer eigenen Verteilung
bevorzugten. Auf der Ebene der Individuen zeigte sich, dass die normative Einstellung mit
dem tatsachlichen Verhalten korrelierte. Damit unterstitzt die Studie sowohl Theorien, die
eine Dissoziation zwischen normativer Einstellung und Verhalten nahelegen, als auch
Theorien, die auf Kohérenz hindeuten, und integriert Evidenz fiir beide Ansichten.

Die vierte Studie untersuchte die Bedeutung des moralischen Selbstkonzepts in der
frihen Entwicklung. Die Studie verband insbesondere die Untersuchung normativer

Einstellungen und des moralischen Selbstkonzepts, und untersuchte den relativen Beitrag
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dieser beiden Faktoren fur Teilverhalten. Darliber hinaus beleuchtete diese Studie die
inh&rente Struktur verschiedener normativer Ausdrucksformen im Vorschulalter. Zu diesem
Zweck wurde die normative Einstellung in Bezug auf Teilen, das moralische Selbstkonzept
und eigenes Teilverhalten von 4- bis 6-jahrigen Kindern erfasst. Normative
Ausdrucksformen scheinen im Vorschulalter auf zwei distinkten Faktoren zu beruhen.
Jedoch hing nur das moralische Selbstkonzept mit dem Teilverhalten zusammen. Damit
unterstitzt die Studie die Annahme, dass das moralische Selbstkonzept bereits im
Vorschulalter verhaltensrelevant ist. Daruiber hinaus legten personenbezogene Analysen
nahe, dass sich der Zusammenhang zwischen normativen Einstellungen und Verhalten
zwischen Gruppen von Individuen unterscheidet.

Die funfte Studie untersuchte die Art des Zusammenhangs zwischen moralischem
Selbstkonzept und Teilverhalten in der mittleren Kindheit noch detaillierter. Insbesondere
testete die Studie in zwei Experimenten die Rolle von Emotionen, die auf prosoziales
Verhalten folgen, und Emotionen, die in Bezug auf prosoziales VVerhalten antizipiert werden.
Dazu wurde das moralische Selbstkonzept, eigenes Teilverhalten und mit Teilen
einhergehende Emotionen bei 5- bis 9-Jahrigen erfasst. Das moralische Selbstkonzept der
Kinder korrelierte mit ihrem Teilverhalten. Die Antizipation negativer Emotionen, wenn
nicht geteilt wird, scheint ein Faktor zu sein, welcher das moralische Selbstkonzept mit dem
Verhalten verbindet. Darber hinaus erklérte das zunehmende Verstandnis der emotionalen
Konsequenzen von (Nicht-) Teilen ein zunehmendes Teilverhalten mit dem Alter. Damit
unterstitzt die Studie sowohl die Bedeutung des moralischen Selbstkonzepts als auch der
Emotionen fiir moralisch relevantes Verhalten. Darlber hinaus untermauert sie die Ansicht,
dass Verhalten, welches an dem Wohlergehen anderer orientiert ist, im Laufe der mittleren
Kindheit zunehmend als personlich verpflichtend angesehen wird.

Die sechste Studie beleuchtete die Art des Zusammenhangs zwischen moralischem
Selbstkonzept und Teilverhalten im Erwachsenenalter. In zwei Experimenten testete die
Studie die Rolle von antizipierten Emotionen, auf Teilverhalten folgende Emotionen, sowie
die Rolle einer Préferenz fir Konsistenz. Das moralische Selbstkonzept der Erwachsenen
korrelierte mit dem Teilverhalten. Der Zusammenhang zwischen moralischem
Selbstkonzept und Teilverhalten wurde durch die Emotionen in Bezug auf das Unterlassen
von Teilen mediiert. Praferenz fir Konsistenz zeigte hingegen keinen Einfluss auf den
Zusammenhang zwischen Selbstkonzept und Verhalten. Die Studie weist ein
Zusammenspiel des moralischen Selbstkonzepts und emotionaler Prozesse im Kontext von

prosozialem Verhalten nach. Dartiber hinaus hinterfragt sie die theoretische Auffassung,
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dass das Streben nach Selbstkonsistenz das moralische Selbstkonzept mit Verhalten
verbindet.

Die siebte Studie untersuchte die relative Bedeutung von Faktoren, die selbst-
fokussiert oder auf andere fokussiert sind, fiir ein aktuell relevantes Verhalten gegentiber
anderen, namlich Social Distancing wahrend der COVID-19 Pandemie. In einer Online-
Studie wurden Erwachsene unter anderem zu ihrem moralischen Selbstkonzept, ihrem
moralischen Urteil in Bezug auf Social Distancing sowie ihrem Einhalten von Social
Distancing befragt. Das moralische Selbstkonzept korrelierte mit dem Einhalten von Social
Distancing. Bei Betrachtung aller Faktoren erwiesen sich das moralische Urteil und
Empathie fur Nahestehende als die relevantesten Faktoren flr Social Distancing. Die Studie
unterstitzt damit die Bedeutung normativer Einstellungen und zwischenmenschlicher
Erwagungen. Daruber hinaus legt sie nahe, dass sich moralisches Urteil und moralisches
Selbstkonzept in ihrer Verhaltensrelevanz gegenseitig ergéanzen.

Zusammenfassend unterstreicht diese Arbeit sowohl die Bedeutung normativer
Einstellungen als auch des moralischen Selbstkonzepts bereits von friih an. Im Vorschulalter
beginnen Kinder Verhalten, welches das Wohlergehen anderer oder Fairness betrifft, als
normativ verpflichtend anzusehen (Studie 1-2). Im Kontext der Ressourcenverteilung
scheinen diese normativen Einstellungen auf dem Level der Individuen mit dem Verhalten
zusammenzuhangen (Studie 3). Situationelle Bedingungen oder eigene Bedurfnisse kénnen
jedoch normative Einstellungen und Verhalten auf der Gruppenebene verschieben. Der
Zusammenhang zwischen normativen Einstellungen und Verhalten scheint sich auch
zwischen Gruppen von Individuen zu unterscheiden (Studie 4). Die Arbeit zeigt damit, wie
theoretische Auffassungen Uber Diskrepanz oder Koharenz zwischen normativen
Einstellungen und Verhalten im Vorschulalter integriert werden konnten. Neben der
Bedeutung normativer Einstellungen liefert diese Arbeit einen Nachweis fiir die Relevanz
des moralischen Selbstkonzepts ab dem Vorschulalter (Studie 4-7). Insbesondere wenn
normative Verpflichtungen im Konflikt mit eigenen Winschen stehen, scheint das
moralische Selbstkonzept, aber nicht normative Uberzeugungen, mit dem Verhalten im
Vorschulalter zusammenzuhdngen. In der mittleren Kindheit und im Erwachsenenalter
scheint der Zusammenhang zwischen Selbstkonzept und Verhalten zum Teil durch
Emotionen, die in Bezug auf das jeweilige Verhalten antizipiert werden, erklart zu werden
(Studie 5-6). Die Auffassung, dass das Streben nach Selbstkonsistenz den Zusammenhang
von moralischem Selbstkonzept und Verhalten erklart, wird jedoch hinterfragt (Studie 6).

Zusammenfassend zeigt diese Arbeit auf, dass sowohl normative Einstellungen als auch das
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moralische Selbstkonzept im Vorschulalter bedeutsam werden und gemeinsam, Uber die
Entwicklung hinweg, moralisch relevantes Verhalten lenken.
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1 General Introduction

How can we make the world a kinder place? The Sustainable Development Goals of the
United Nations define 17 goals that aim for global prosperity and peace and that call for
action on the level of countries, such as reducing inequality and promoting inclusive
societies (UN General Assembly, 2015). Many people would likely agree that engaging in
actions that aim at these goals are good and required to increase overall welfare, and they
would be familiar with means how to contribute to these goals on the level of the individual.
Yet, is knowing about what one ought to do key to commitment to the required action? Does
knowing about good behaviors, about what is morally required, imply that one behaves
accordingly? Or is it more important for behavior that following these goals becomes a
personal goal of an individual, a way to express oneself? Do the answers to these questions
differ across development?

These questions follow from longstanding considerations about human morality and
moral development. They trace back to Socrates’ and Plato's (trans. 2008) assumption that
doing what is good follows from knowing what is good, to Aristotle’s (trans. 2009) criticism
thereof, and to Aristotle’s view that virtuous conduct grounds on habits and a person’s very
being (Nucci, 2004). Following a long history of theorizing, these questions remain still
vividly debated in recent psychological research (e.g., Gibbs, 2019; Lapsley & Narvaez,
2004b; Turiel, 2003). The current thesis aims to shed light on these questions by examining
the role of normative views and the moral self-concept for moral development. In particular,
the thesis investigates the emergence of normative views in childhood and examines the
relevance of normative views and the moral self-concept for morally relevant behavior, that
is, behavior that pertains to issues of welfare and fairness (cf. Smetana, 2013). To understand
morally relevant behavior is a crucial challenge, as it may advance our understanding of
processes that contribute to a society’s functioning and constitute groundbreaking work for
developing interventions to promote such behavior from early on, thereby possibly making

the world a kinder place in the long run.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Within the scope of morality, two types of moral rules can be distinguished, these are
negative duties and positive duties (Lichtenberg, 2013; Singer, 1965). Negative duties refer
to what one ought not to do, such as not harming others, while positive duties refer to what
one ought to do, such as helping others. A wide field of research concentrated on the
emergence, early understanding, and emotion attribution regarding negative duties
(Kohlberg, 1976; Krettenauer et al., 2008; Nucci & Turiel, 1978; Smetana, 1981). Yet,
examining the normative view and behavioral relevance of positive duties is highly
interesting given the increasing evidence of prosocial behavior already in childhood (for
reviews see Eisenberg et al., 2015; Paulus & Moore, 2012). An increasing line of theories
focuses on the development of prosocial behavior, that is, behavior that benefits others, and
a normative stance regarding positive duties (Dahl & Paulus, 2019; Dunfield, 2014; Hamlin,
2013; Tomasello & Vaish, 2013). The current thesis mostly contributes to research on
positive duties by examining normative views and the moral self-concept regarding positive

duties and their relevance for morally relevant behavior.

1.1 Moral Judgment and Moral Behavior

1.1.1 Psychoanalytical Approach

According to psychoanalytical theory (Freud, 1933/1991), children internalize parental rules
and values during the oedipal phase. These ideals are represented in the superego.
Conscience plays a central role in regulating children’s innate need for gratification in the
face of these internalized standards. Particularly the avoidance of guilt is suggested as a
mechanism for regulating conduct, once the superego has developed. From a
psychoanalytical perspective, moral judgment can thus be regarded as reflected in the
superego. Moral conduct is suggested to depend on the regulation of the tension between

moral judgment and children’s egoistic impulses.

1.1.2 Piaget’s Theory of Moral Development

Piaget's (1932/1997) work had a great impact on moral developmental theorizing and is still
addressed in more recent accounts (Carpendale, 2000; Hammond, 2014; Sokol & Hammond,
2009). He proposed moral development to progress towards increasing autonomy and
mutual agreement. In particular, he differentiated between the phase of heteronomous
morality, up to around 8 years, and autonomous morality thereafter. In the phase of
heteronomous morality, norms are considered to be imposed and enforced by authorities.

Punishment is expected to follow a norm transgression. In the phase of autonomous morality,
16
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norms are considered to be based on general agreement between rational agents who decide
themselves what is considered right. Cooperative relationships that allow and encourage to
take other’s perspectives are suggested as a basis for autonomous morality. Centrally for his
view, Piaget considers moral development to be rooted in activity. He proposes the child as
an active agent, constructing social knowledge based on interactive experiences, rather than
passively internalizing external rules (for recent constructivist account see Carpendale et al.,
2013). Reflecting about rules and inferring general moral principles is thus proposed to
follow practical action. As reviewed by Kohlberg and Candee (1984), hypothetical moral
judgment and actual behavior are not considered to be necessarily related according to Piaget
(1932/1997). Instead, a moral structure may exist at the level of action but not yet at the level
of conscious reflection. In that case, the theoretical moral judgment may be inconsistent with
actual behavior.

Piaget (1932/1997) makes some suggestions how children adopt rules in their own
behavior. First, ritualized schemata characterize infants’ behavior. These behavioral
regularities are without any sense of duty and they lack a uniform orientation. Second, in a
phase of egocentrism, children are suggested to imitate others’ and adopt the regularities
they perceive in their own behavior because they want to play like the others. Yet, they play
on their own. The behavioral rituals stem from the individual and lack a submission to
higher-order processes, which are characteristic for rule following. Finally, children are
suggested to develop a need for mutual agreement. They aim to cooperatively agree on joint
rules and they become increasingly interested in the rules’ structure. Piaget’s (1932/1997)
account thus suggests that behavior is first characterized by individual, spontaneous rituals
based on the imitation of others’ behavior. Later, it becomes subject to cooperative
interactions and this submission of individual tendencies might be a basis for deliberate rule
following.

Piaget’s later work also allows for some considerations about moral motivation.
According to Piaget (1954/1981), children’s behavior is first characterized by spontaneous
impulses. Around seven or eight years, a “conservation of values” (p. 60) becomes more
important. That means, the will to engage in an action requires to subordinate a situation to
“a permanent scale of values” (p. 65). This consideration suggests that in a given situation
with different conflicting desires, the behavioral decision depends on how these desires
become weighed regarding a scale of values. As pointed out by Krettenauer and colleagues
(2008), Piaget’s account suggests that mastering a particular situation involves to link it with

former situations and to anticipate future situations. Hence, examining the role of anticipated
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experiences for weighing conflicting desires, such as egoistic impulses and normative

demands, presents an interesting approach.

1.1.3 Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development

Building on Piaget’s work on moral development, Kohlberg (1976) proposed a cognitive-
developmental theory on moral development that rests on a stage-wise framework. While
Piaget focused on practical interactions, which he suggests as the origin of theoretical
morality, Kohlberg’s work centered on moral reasoning, which he suggests as a source of
moral behavior. Kohlberg (1976) proposed six moral stages, grouped into three levels. At
the preconventional level (stage 1 + 2), rules are followed to avoid punishment and to follow
own interests. Rules and expectations of a society are not yet really understood and
considered to be separate from one’s self. At the conventional level (stage 3 + 4), rules are
followed to keep a society going. Rules and expectations of others are considered to be
internalized. At the postconventional level (stage 5 + 6), rule acceptance is based on a sense
of commitment to general moral principles that underlie society’s rules. The self is
considered to be constituted based on self-chosen values, separate from external rules.
Individuals are proposed to pass the stages sequentially, although not all individuals will
reach the highest stage. Kohlberg suggests that most children up to around 9 years are at the
preconventional level, most adults are at the conventional level, and only few adults reach
the postconventional level. Reaching a next stage is considered to be intertwined with other
stages of development, namely stages of logical reasoning and social perception. In
particular, increasing social perception or role-taking abilities, that is, the ability to
perceiving other’s thoughts and feelings, are required to attain a particular moral stage.
Situations of social interaction that involve taking other’s perspective and stimulate to think
about other’s thoughts and feelings, for example with parents, peers, or other social groups,
are thus argued as central to stimulate progress. Overall, Kohlberg’s model rests on
qualitatively different stages of moral reasoning, which are characterized by expanding
social perspective taking and a shift from punishment orientation to appreciation of universal
moral principles.

What can we learn from Kohlberg about the relation between moral judgment and
moral action? In his initial work, he argued that a high moral reasoning stage is required for
moral behavior (Kohlberg, 1976). However, high moral reasoning is considered not
sufficient for moral action. One might not follow one’s principles in a particular situation

due to different factors. Later, Kohlberg and Candee (1984) outlined a more nuanced model
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to provide a theoretical underpinning of the relation between moral judgment and action. For
that purpose, they introduced deontic judgments, that is, judgments about what is considered
morally right, and judgments of responsibility, that is, the commitment to act in line with
that judgment. They proposed that moral reasoning relates to moral behavior in two ways:
First, the higher the moral reasoning stage, the more likely individuals make a deontic
judgment in line with moral principles. Second, the higher the moral reasoning stage, the
higher judgments of responsibility. That means, the more advanced moral reasoning, the
more consistent individuals should act with their deontic judgment. Kohlberg and Candee
argued that judgments of responsibility might not always be preceded by deontic judgments.
For example, when making judgments that involve family or friends, that is, with special
obligatory character, judgments of responsibility might come to play without previously
judging about justice. Judgments of responsibility might particularly explain the relation
between moral stage and action in situations of general agreement about the deontic
judgment. After having passed the judgment of responsibility, nonmoral cognitive skills such
as attention or delay of gratification might additionally influence the link to moral action.
According to Kohlberg and Candee, moral judgment and behavior might be reciprocally
related. Moral judgment emerges as a result of moral behavior and can in turn guide
behavior, which in turn might result in constructing a new moral reasoning stage. Following
Kohlberg’s cognitive-developmental model, moral reasoning is thus considered a key

determinant of moral behavior.

1.1.4 Damon’s Theory on Justice
Damon is well-known for his examination of distributive justice principles in childhood. He
proposed that children’s justice conceptions develop along the following sequence between
the age of four to ten years (Damon, 1977): First (0-A, 0-B), fairness is confounded with
own desires. Observable characteristics such as size of a person are increasingly used to
justify egoistic decisions. Next (1-A, 1-B), equality is considered central for fairness. An
appreciation of merit becomes increasingly incorporated. Finally (2-A, 2-B), special needs
of individuals such as poverty or weakness become appreciated and conflicting claims are
sought to compromise. In the last phase, fairness incorporates specific situational
circumstances.

Damon incorporated his research on fairness principles in a wider approach on
cognitive, affective, and behavioral indices of morality. Regarding the relation between

moral judgment and moral conduct, Gerson and Damon (1978) held a critical view. They
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argued that ““... many different types of moral and nonmoral knowledge interact in a manner
that shapes both the individual’s moral judgment and his or her social conduct” (p. 42). Every
morally relevant situation demands children to consider the particular social context and
evaluate what is fair given these circumstances. The interaction of a variety of moral
components is suggested to finally guide moral conduct.

In his later work, Damon (1996) addressed the development of moral goals, that is,
behavioral orientations that stem from principles based on moral concerns. Damon proposes
that moral goals are constructed jointly in negotiations between people. The development of
moral goals thus builds on the interplay of personal engagement and social influence. This
process is proposed to build a commitment towards concerns of justice and benevolence.
Particularly when moral goals and personal goals become reconciled, acommitment to moral
behavior is to be expected. These assumptions base on Colby and Damon’s (1992) work on
moral exemplars, which substantially advanced theorizing on moral identity. More details
on this aspect are introduced in Section 1.2 on the moral self-concept. Overall, while Damon
considered it not relevant to investigate consistency between moral reasoning and conduct
(Gerson and Damon, 1978), his work highlighted the role of personal commitment for moral
behavior (Colby & Damon, 1992).

1.1.5 Social Domain Theory

Drawing on cognitive-developmental theories of moral development, Turiel (1983)
embedded morality within the wider field of social knowledge and rules (for reviews see
Smetana, 2013; Turiel, 2002). Social domain theory differentiates three domains of social
knowledge: the moral, conventional, and personal domain. According to social domain
theory, concepts of morality are organized and develop separately from social conventional
and personal concepts. Morality “pertains to concepts of justice, welfare, and rights”
(Smetana, 2013, p. 833), the conventional domain refers to social conventional norms based
on authority and sanctions, and the personal domain refers to issues of privacy and bodily
integrity. Additional criteria are proposed to distinguish moral from conventional or personal
issues (Turiel, 1983): Moral concepts are defined as being obligatory, universally valid, and
impersonal. Their validity is considered to result from intrinsic features rather than
agreements or conventions. In addition, morality is considered “normatively binding”.
According to social domain theory, the moral domain thus refers to prescriptive norms about
how individuals ought to treat each other.
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The differentiation between domains is proposed to emerge early in ontogeny.
Explorations of the social world in infancy are suggested to provide a basis for the
development of concepts in different domains. The distinct domains are considered to be
constructed from children’s experiences of regularities in their social world (Dahl & Killen,
2018b; Turiel, 2002). Both interactions with siblings or peers and interactions with parents
are suggested to contribute uniquely to the development of moral judgment. In considering
separately formed and developing domains from early on, social domain theory differs from
earlier structural developmental models of moral development that proposed stages with a
gradual development of moral judgments (Kohlberg, 1976; Piaget, 1997). In addition, young
children’s moral judgments are not considered to be based on authorities and punishment
avoidance. Instead, already young children are proposed to make moral judgments based on
considerations about others’ welfare and fairness.

How are moral judgments applied in everyday social life? According to social
domain theory, different considerations are weighted in a concrete situation (Killen & Dahl,
2018; Turiel, 2015). This coordination of considerations can differ between contexts and
development. If moral concerns are given priority, moral judgments are proposed to be
applied in social life. Indeed, considering a behavior as moral instead of conventional or
personal preference can explain behavioral tendencies (Rhee et al., 2019; Smetana, 1982).
However, prosocial actions might involve conflicting values. Given the presence of multiple
considerations, moral concerns are not always given priority, leading to the application of
competing concerns. The behavioral decision is thus considered as the result from
coordinating different considerations, including different aspects of morality and

considerations from other domains, within a given situation.

1.1.6 Developmental Model of Human Altruism

Dahl and Paulus (2019) suggest a normative stance toward a behavior as central for the
development of human altruism. While already infants engage in prosocial behavior (for
review see Eisenberg et al., 2015), Dahl and Paulus (2019) argue that these early acts reflect
no altruistic motivation. Instead, they propose that altruistic acts are characterized by the
accompanying normative evaluation of the act as good. In detail, the model of the gradual
development of altruism consists of four phases. In the first two phases, children are
proposed to help others based on a preference for social interaction (1) and a preference for
action completion (2). These two phases count as prealtruistic. In the third phase, around the

end of the second year, children are suggested to help others based on empathic concern for
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others’ well-being. In the last phase, beginning around preschool years, children develop a
normative stance toward actions, that is, they perceive these actions as obligatory. Both acts
motivated by empathic concern and acts accompanied by normative evaluations count as
altruistic acts. But the emergence of agent-neutral normative stances in childhood is
suggested to mark the last phase of the development of altruism. It is thus highly interesting
to examine when prosocial behavior is seen as obligatory, represented in normative terms.

Recent studies revealed that children start to develop normative stances regarding
topics of harm and fairness across preschool years (e.g., Rakoczy et al., 2016; Vaish et al.,
2011; Worle & Paulus, 2018). But given the differentiation of prosocial behaviors and
different developmental trajectories (Dunfield, 2014; Paulus, 2018), the normative stance
regarding different types of prosocial behavior might also emerge at different times. In
addition, norms regarding positive and negative duties might differ in their onset as they
seem to differ with regard to their degree of obligation (Kahn, 1992). It remains therefore
interesting to examine the emergence of normative stances towards different morally
relevant behaviors.

While this model does not directly speak to the relation between normative stances
and behavior, it allows for some considerations. Dahl and Paulus (2019) consider altruistic
acts —as evident in the last phase — as accompanied by the normative stance towards the act.
In order for an action to be deemed as altruistic, it thus seems to be required that the action
is aligned with a normative stance towards it. If a normative stance and actual behavior
diverge on the level of an individual, with children engaging in prosocial behavior but
lacking a normative stance towards it, their behavior seems to be not considered as altruistic.

1.1.7 Empirical Evidence on the Relation Between Moral Judgment and
Behavior

Early studies by Hartshorne and May (1928-1930) evidenced little consistency of moral
behavior across situations and of verbal report and actual moral behavior. These findings left
little room for the assumption of stable, interindividual differences in behavioral tendencies
and stimulated social psychological theories that center on situational conditions (Schroeder
et al.,, 1995). In response to that pure focus on moral behavior, theories on moral
development aimed to take a broader perspective and include morally relevant cognitive and
affective processes. Given the rise of cognitive-developmental theory on moral
development, moral judgment or reasoning became of interest. Empirically, the relation
between moral judgment or moral reasoning and behavior was repeatedly established,
although rather weak and inconsistent (for reviews see Blasi, 1980; Villegas de Posada &
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Vargas-Trujillo, 2015). More recent research on the relation between moral judgment and
behavior continues to evidence a gap (Blake et al., 2014; Kogut, 2012; Smith et al., 2013),
however, mostly investigated on a group level. Only few recent studies addressed the relation
on an individual level, whereof some revealed a relation (Malti et al., 2010; Paulus et al.,
2018) while others suggest a gap between a normative expression and behavior (Tan et al.,
2020). Evidence on the behavioral relevance of moral judgment remains thus mixed and
calls for a more comprehensive framework to explain morally relevant behavior.

In order to close the judgment-behavior gap, Blasi (1983) introduced the concept of
moral identity. He thereby inspired a great field of scientific advancement that went beyond
cognitivist explanations for morally relevant behavior but focused on the integration of
morality into the self (Hardy & Carlo, 2011; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004b; Walker, 2004).
While moral identity in adulthood is addressed by different theoretical lines (Aquino &
Reed, 2002; Colby & Damon, 1992; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004a), theories taking a
developmental perspective are just in the beginning (Kingsford et al., 2018; Kochanska,
2002; Krettenauer, 2013; Krettenauer & Hertz, 2015). Most importantly, empirical evidence
of an early moral self-concept is scarce. It remains thus an important avenue to examine the
ontogeny of the moral self-concept and address the interplay of the moral self-concept and
normative stances regarding morally relevant behavior. Existing theoretical approaches on
the moral self-concept or moral identity will be introduced in greater detail in the next

section.

1.1.8 Conceptual Clarification

When considering moral knowledge, judgment, or reasoning as predictor of behavior,
previous theories and empirical approaches differed in their conception of this morally
relevant cognitive capacity. Kohlberg (1976) focused on stages of moral reasoning, that is,
different structures of reasoning that underlie a moral judgment. As criticized by Blasi
(1983), these rather abstract principles might lead to different actions depending on the
specific situation and the meaning of the situation for the individual. Damon (1977)
examined moral reasoning more closely to concrete actions by investigating hypothetical
action choices rather than general moral reasoning. According to him, consistency with
actual behavior is not to be expected due to the complex interaction of social knowledge and
situational context. Social domain theory (Killen & Dahl, 2018; Turiel, 2003) suggests a
moral judgment to be behaviorally motivating, if a situation is interpreted as a moral issue

rather than conventional or personal. The judgment about whether a situation is considered
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morally relevant is thus considered important for an action decision. Recent approaches on
the gap between moral judgment and behavior (Blake, 2018) address moral judgment as the
judgment about how one should behave in a given situation. Hypothetical action choices and
judgments about concrete actions are content-wise more close to concrete actions compared
to general moral reasoning structures. Yet, a moral judgment might differ between
individuals regarding its relevance to the self (Blasi, 1980). The degree of ego involvement
might be critical for the decision to behave accordingly. This thought paves the way for the

role of the moral self-concept, which will be central in the following part of the thesis.

1.2 Moral Self-Concept

For a long time, moral development was approached from a cognitive perspective, focusing
on the role of moral judgments and reasoning. But scholars increasingly pointed to the
integration of morality and the self to achieve a detailed picture of morally-relevant behavior
(Edelstein & Nunner-Winkler, 1993; Hardy & Carlo, 2011; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004b). An
influential theory that built on the insufficient empirical evidence for a relation between
moral judgment and behavior was introduced by Blasi (1980, 1983). The central proposition
by Blasi is that moral judgments are processed through judgments of responsibility before
leading to moral action. These judgments of responsibility differ between individuals,
depending on the importance of morality for the definition of their self (see 1.2.1 for more
details). While these theoretical considerations remained largely untested, later empirical
research focused on the investigation of moral exemplars to shed light on motivating factors
of moral behavior (Colby & Damon, 1992; Hart & Fegley, 1995; Oliner & Oliner, 1992;
Walker & Frimer, 2007). A theoretical claim emerging from these investigations was that
morality and the self seem to be fused in moral exemplars, such that moral action becomes
a spontaneous and undoubted way of self-expression (Colby & Damon, 1992). In a similar
vein, Frimer and Walker (2009) proposed that a motivation of agency, centered on self-
interested considerations, and a motivation of communion, centered on other-oriented
considerations, become reconciled in people who extraordinarily engage in moral behavior.
Building on dual-process theories that distinguish automatic or implicit and more controlled
or explicit processes, Lapsley and Narvaez (2004a) proposed that the accessibility of moral
schemas differs between individuals. These moral schemas are considered to influence
information processing and behavior. The moral self is accordingly considered as the

accessibility of moral schemas.
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In general, theories on the moral self-concept reflect two different perspectives:
Trait-based perspectives and social-cognitive perspectives. From trait-based perspectives,
moral identity bases on the importance of moral values and traits to a person’s identity (Blasi,
1983; Colby & Damon, 1992; Frimer & Walker, 2009). When having a strong moral self-
concept, behaving morally is supposed to follow from behaving self-consistent, while
behaving immorally would be considered a form of self-betrayal. The moral self-concept is
thus considered a trait-like phenomena that results in behaving consistent with this trait.
Theories along this line that focus not only on behavioral traits but on the motivation and
underlying personality description have also been introduced as personological approach
(Walker, 2014). From social-cognitive perspectives, moral identity bases on moral schemas
(Aquino & Reed, 2002; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004a). Moral schemas include both prototypes
about what constitutes a moral person and scripts about what constitutes morally-relevant
actions. These mental representations are proposed to be more or less easily activated. The
moral self-concept is thus considered as a set of moral schemas that influence information
processing and behavior.

Most recently, Krettenauer (2020) introduced a new conceptualization of moral
identity based on Self-Determination Theory. He proposed moral identity “as a goal of moral
action” (p. 1). Moral behavior accordingly results from the goal to maintain one’s moral
identity. This conceptualization of moral identity highlights the role of moral identity
motivation, which ranges from more external to internal depending on whether a moral
identity is uphold to demonstrate it to others or oneself. Different forms of moral identity
motivation are proposed to differently link moral identity and behavior. The relation between
externally motivated moral identity and moral behavior might depend on whether the
behavior impacts other’s view of oneself. The relation between internally motivated moral
identity and moral behavior might be based on the urge to fulfill one’s ideal self. This
differentiation is also reflected in the framework by Aquino and Reed (2002), which was
employed in this thesis, who distinguish Internalization, that is, the centrality of moral traits
for the self, and Symbolization, that is, the degree to which moral traits are demonstrated to
others. When considering the maintenance of a moral identity as a goal of moral behavior,
different underlying motivations thus become of interest.

In the following, I will first outline Blasi’s Self Model as this model was a basis for
later theories and particular aspects of this theory were tested in the current thesis. Next, |

will introduce approaches on the development of the moral self-concept.
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1.2.1 Self Model by Blasi

Blasi (1983) acknowledges that moral cognition is highly important for moral functioning,
but he considers a focus on personal consistency, which has been neglected in previous
cognitive-developmental theories, as key to advance the understanding of the relation
between moral judgment and behavior. For that purpose, Blasi integrates self-related
processes as explaining moral motivation by providing a sense responsibility and striving
for self-consistency. Behaving morally becomes thereby a question of personal integrity.
Concretely, he proposes that before leading to behavior, moral judgments are evaluated
regarding criteria of responsibility. These are supposed to relate the judgment to the self by
determining to which degree one sees oneself responsible for acting accordingly to the moral
judgment. Responsibility judgments depend on the importance of morality for the self and
thus differ between individuals. Acting accordingly to a moral judgment is hence supposed
to be perceived as obligatory depending on one’s self-definition. Likewise, external factors
such as social norms are only considered to be perceived as obligatory if these are central to
one’s self-definition. Responsibility judgments are not considered necessary for every
decision, but particularly when being faced with conflicting motivations.

The judgments of responsibility are proposed to cause behavior through the tendency
to be self-consistent. Self-consistency is conceived as the internal organization of the self.
Yet, the tendency towards self-consistency is suggested to differ between individuals, for
example, based on the sensitivity to inconsistency. As pointed out by Blasi (1983), Kohlberg
(1969) already considered self-consistency in his theory. Yet, it did not serve to link moral
judgment to behavior because Kohlberg did not assume behavior to result from judgments
regarding the self. Only in later work, as reviewed above, Kohlberg and Candee (1984)
incorporated ‘judgments of responsibility’ in reference to Blasi, which reflect the self’s
responsibility to engage in the right action.

Behaving inconsistent with one’s self as expressed in the judgments of responsibility
is proposed to lead to the experience of guilt, which serves to signalize and restore the
coherent self. Blasi (1999) thus addressed the question whether moral emotions, such as
empathy and guilt, can motivate moral behavior. He points out that the moral content of
emotions relies on preexisting moral concerns (see also Montada, 1993). While emotions are
considered to produce behavior rather automatically, they cannot produce moral actions that,
in order to count as moral, need to originate from conscious moral considerations. Instead,

preexisting moral considerations are suggested as both underlying moral emotions and
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behavior. Emotions are thus seen as an essential component of moral functioning, although
not necessarily as origin of moral behavior.

The Self Model introduced self-related processes as key for the relation between
moral cognition and action, thereby advanced cognitive-developmental theories on moral
development and inspired a great field of theories and research on the moral self-concept
(Hardy & Carlo, 2011; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004b). A field of empirical research
substantiated the claim that self-related processes, in particular moral identity, relate to moral
behavior (for review see Hertz & Krettenauer, 2016). Yet, the role of self-consistency,
considered an integral part in Blasi’s model, lacks empirical investigation so far. It remains
thus an important endeavor to shed light on the role of individual’s preference for self-

consistency in the context of moral identity and moral action.

1.2.2 Development of the Moral Self-Concept

What do theories on the moral self-concept suggest about its emergence and development?
Blasi’s Self Model raises some empirical questions about the development of the moral self-
concept, but its aim was not to make clear predictions about the emergence or development.
In his later work, Blasi (2005) outlines the developmental model of moral will. According
to this model, the ability for second-order desires, that is, desires that refer to desires
(Frankfurt, 1971), marks the emergence of a moral will. For example, a second-order desire
in the context of morally-relevant behavior could be a desire to desire sharing resources with
others instead of keeping everything. In the next steps, the moral will is proposed to extend
and focus on more abstract rather than concrete desires. The last step of his model is marked
by an integration of morality into the self. This last step is comparable to other views on
moral identity. According to Colby and Damon (1992), self and morality are considered to
become aligned not before adolescence. Likewise, in Frimer and Walker's (2009)
reconciliation model, the two motivational systems of agency and communion are
considered separate in childhood and becoming more or less aligned in adolescence. In
Lapsley and Narvaez's (2004a) model, development can be considered as development of
information processing, with schemas becoming more or less easily activated with time,
based on experience and routines. Taken together, moral identity has been classically
assumed to be formed around adolescence. To account for early instances of prosocial
behavior, an increasing line of research addresses the early moral self-concept (e.g.,
Kingsford et al., 2018; Kochanska et al., 2010; Krettenauer, 2013). In the following,
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particularly developmental approaches will be provided because this thesis investigates the
moral self-concept and its relation to behavior across different age groups.

Before turning to the models in detail, some clarifications on the terminology are
need. Literature on the moral self-concept across age groups differs in the use of terms, such
as moral self, moral self-concept, or moral identity (for an overview see Kingsford et al.,
2018). While moral self is mostly employed when referring to self-regulative procedural
knowledge in infancy or representations of moral behavioral tendencies in preschool years
(Emde et al., 1991; Emde & Buchsbaum, 1990; Kochanska, 2002; Kochanska et al., 2010),
moral identity is mostly employed when referring to the importance of being a moral person
to the self in adolescents and adults, either in its implicit (M. E. Johnston et al., 2013) or
explicit representation (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Barriga et al., 2001; Hardy & Carlo, 2005;
Krettenauer & Mosleh, 2013; Pohling et al., 2018). Moral self-concept has been used both
in the context of children (Sengsavang & Krettenauer, 2015) and adults (Aquino et al., 2009;
Young et al., 2012), and both referring to implicit (Perugini & Leone, 2009) and explicit
representations (Aquino et al., 2009; Pletti et al., 2019). While some scholars suggest
conceptual differences between the moral self and moral identity (Krettenauer, 2013;
Thompson, 2012), the term moral self-concept is mostly used synonymously for both
(Aquino et al., 2009; Krettenauer, 2013; Pletti et al., 2019; Walker, 2004). As the current
thesis focuses on the moral self-concept or moral identity at different time points of its
ontogeny, the terms will be used synonymously here. Given the inclusion of different age
groups and of explicit and implicit measures of the moral self-concept in Study 4-6, the term
moral self-concept was used for these studies. Given the sole focus on adults and the explicit
representation of the moral self-concept in Study 7, the term moral identity was used for the

purpose of this study to conform with most previous literature.

1.2.2.1 First Developmental Approaches to the Moral Self-Concept
Emde et al. (1991) first introduced the concept of a moral self as a regulatory system that is
based on affective processes. They proposed a moral self to emerge around the age of 3
years, when children have internalized rules about what is right and wrong. Their view on
morality is very broad as it includes any attitudes about what to do or not to do. These might
be based on social obligations and independent of considerations about others’ welfare. Their
conceptualization of a moral self is thus broader than what is considered as a moral self for
the purpose of this thesis.

Some research on prosocial behavior in middle childhood highlighted the attribution

of prosocial behavior to the self and prosocial self-schemas for engaging in prosocial
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behavior (Froming et al., 1998; Grusec & Redler, 1980). These studies built on theoretical
frameworks of general self-schemas and attribution processes and they provided some
evidence for the relevance of the self for prosocial behavior in childhood. Yet, a
comprehensive theoretical framework on particularly moral or prosocial self-related
processes was lacking.

A line of research by Nunner-Winkler and colleagues (Nunner-Winkler, 1997, 2007;
Nunner-Winkler et al., 2007) focused on the development of moral motivation across
childhood. Moral motivation was assessed by means of emotion attributions to transgressors
(Nunner-Winkler & Sodian, 1988) based on the notion that emotions reflect judgments about
the importance or personal relevance of a situation. According to Nunner-Winkler (1997),
moral motivation “... requires a commitment to the moral domain, making morality an
important personal concern, a ‘personal project’, a core element of the identity” (p. 602).
Attributing importance to morality and considering it relevant to the self are thus important
ingredients of moral motivation. A first study by Nunner-Winkler and Sodian (1988)
evidenced that younger children, up to around 6 years, attribute mostly positive emotions to
a wrongdoer although they know about the rule validity. This finding, widely replicated as
the so-called ‘happy victimizer phenomenon’ (for reviews see Arsenio et al., 2006;
Krettenauer et al., 2008), suggests that children first know about moral rules without
perceiving them as personally binding.

Overall, Nunner-Winkler’s work provides an emotion-based approach to moral
motivation and stimulated a great amount of research on moral emotions. Yet, this line of
research has been addressed by criticism and leaves questions open for investigation. The
relation between emotion attributions and pro- and antisocial behavior (for review see Malti
& Krettenauer, 2013) suggests that emotion attributions constitute an indicator of self-
relevance, which gives rise to a motivational force. Following this notion, a relation between
emotion attributions and an emerging moral self has been suggested (Krettenauer et al.,
2008; Malti & Krettenauer, 2013). A first study addressing this question reported a weak
relation at the age of 5, becoming stronger across childhood, suggesting that the moral self
and moral emotions become coordinated in middle childhood (Krettenauer et al., 2013). Yet,
this study and other investigations of the happy victimizer phenomenon assessed emotions
in hypothetical scenarios. As outlined by Krettenauer (2012), cognitive representations of
emotions and actual emotional experiences in the face of morally relevant behavior might
differ. Cognitive representations likely build on previous experiences but these might be

reconstructed and integrated with other factors. In addition, children might show emotional
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reactions before reflecting about them and attributing them in hypothetical situations.
Differentiating between experienced emotions in morally relevant decision situations and
their cognitive representations is thus an important next step. Nunner-Winkler and Sodian
(1988) accordingly called to examine emotions in real situations that require weighing self-

interest and moral considerations.

1.2.2.2 Internalization Model by Kochanska

Kochanska aims to explain the development of adaptive, competent, prosocial behavior in
childhood by shedding light on the internalization of parental rules and values. Her approach
builds on work on the development of conscience (Thompson, 2014). A central claim of
Kochanska’s work is that early conscience gives rise to a moral self and thereby promotes
adaptive, prosocial behavior. In detail, a child’s representations of his or her own experiences
with conduct are proposed to shape the child’s general view of him- or herself as a moral
child who more or less tends to comply with parental rules. These internal representations
are proposed to constitute the child’s moral self. The moral self, in turn, is suggested to guide
future moral behavior. The moral self is thus considered as internal representations of oneself
as a good child, shaped by early experiences with parental rules and values and serving as a
regulator of moral behavior in the future. Indeed, empirical research supports the mediating
role of the moral self for the relation between committed compliance and rule internalization,
at least for boys (Kochanska, 2002). Even though conscience is supposed to comprise two
dimensions — self-regulated conduct and moral emotions — empirical evidence only links
previous rule internalization but not empathic concern with future moral self (Kochanska et
al., 2010). Internalization of parental rules seems thus most important for the emerging moral
self.

Kochanska’s model highlights the role of early compliance, meaning rule-compliant
behavior while a socialization agent is present. Kochanska proposes that the emergence of
internalization builds on early committed compliance. Committed compliance describes
self-regulated compliance that the child seems willingly and wholeheartedly to engage in.
This form of compliance is contrasted to situational compliance, which describes compliance
that relies on sustained control of a socialization agent. Children’s experiences with engaging
in committed compliance are suggested to shape their internal representations about
themselves as a good child and thus become incorporated into the moral self. Following self-
determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Grolnick et al., 1997), the voluntary, internally
driven nature of committed compliance (vs. situational compliance) might enhance the

endorsement of this behavioral tendency and its attribution to the self. In addition, drawing
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on attribution theory (Lepper, 1983), this willingly engaged in behavior might be attributed
more internally and hence more incorporated into the self. Particularly compliance in “don’t”
contexts, meaning compliance with prohibition of a tempting behavior, rather than “do”
contexts, meaning compliance with maintaining an unpleasant behavior, seems to be related
to rule internalization and the moral self (Kochanska, 2002).

Kochanska’s approach provides a valuable contribution as it provides theoretical
ideas and first evidence on the origins and behavioral relevance of the moral self. In addition,
it situates the moral self in relation to an internalization of rules, thereby integrating the
concept of the moral self with a concept of normativity. Given these strengths, some open
questions follow from it. First, regarding the link between the moral self and future moral
behavior, Kochanska (2010) makes some suggestions about underlying mechanisms, such
as avoiding cognitive dissonance or anticipating feelings of guilt, but empirical investigation
is lacking so far. Second, evidence for a relation between the moral self and behavior rests
on parental report of children’s prosocial and aggressive behavior (Kochanska et al., 2010;
Sengsavang & Krettenauer, 2015). As parental report might be biased, evidence on
children’s actual behavior is needed. Third, given Kochanska’s theoretical approach, her
operationalization of the moral self focuses mostly on different dimensions of conscience,
e.g., the tendency for internalized conduct, confession, or guilt. In order to explain morally
relevant or prosocial behavior, it would be particularly interesting to conceptualize the moral
self as children’s representations of their tendencies to engage in morally relevant or
prosocial behavior. Fourth, rule internalization is considered central in this model. Yet, given
some evidence for children’s moral autonomy, that is, children contesting parental authority
and protesting against authority figures when transgressing moral norms (Alexander &
Putnam, 2020; Heyman et al., 2016), it remains debatable whether internalization of parental
rules represents an adequate model of moral development (Paulus, 2020). In addition, rule
internalization is only addressed on a behavioral level. It remains unclear to which degree
children explicitly represent these rules. On the one hand, children might have consciously
internalized parental rules about how one ought to behave which in turn shape the
construction of the moral self. On the other hand, the behavioral tendency to adhere to rules
might implicitly shape the moral self, less dependent on an explicit representation of how to
behave.

1.2.2.3 Developmental Model of the Moral Self by Krettenauer

Krettenauer (2013) provides a model that locates moral selfhood at the intersection of

cognitive, emotional, and motivational processes. He proposes a bottom-up model, starting
31



GENERAL INTRODUCTION

with a minimal conception of moral selfhood and proposing developmental progress
therefrom. The model comprises three layers of the development of the moral self, which
will be introduced in the following: the moral self as intentional agent, as volitional agent,
and as identified agent.

The beginning of selfhood is generally assumed to rely on a sense of agency. Agency
in this model is conceived of as the ability for intentional, goal-directed behavior. Morally-
relevant behavior might be followed due to desires or due to their obligatory nature, albeit
obligatory behaviors might also be desired. The moral self is thus first considered as an
intentional agent, emerging as soon as young children can desire morally-relevant actions
and intentionally engage in them. This emergence is assumed around 2 years of age.

While young children spontaneously engage in morally-relevant behavior, they often
fail to do so when conflicting interests or desires are present. Morally-relevant behavior
sometimes requires to resist egoistic desires for the sake of other-oriented action. The moral
self as volitional agent relies on the ability to form an intention for morally-relevant behavior
while faced with conflicting desires. Krettenauer compares the ability of prioritizing a moral
desire over another conflicting desire to Piaget's (1954/1981) notion of “conservation of
values”, the ability to subordinate a momentary situation to permanent values. As this ability
is proposed to rely on concrete operations, developing around 7 to 8 years of age, the moral
self as volitional agent might evolve in middle childhood. In particular, Krettenauer suggests
the volitional moral self to develop between the age of 6 and 8 years. This assumption fits
research on the happy victimizer phenomenon. From around 8 years, children predominantly
attribute negative emotions to wrongdoers, suggesting that they can prioritize moral over
selfish desires (Arsenio et al., 2006; Krettenauer et al., 2008; Nunner-Winkler & Sodian,
1988).

While children in middle childhood are able to prioritize moral desires over
conflicting others, this prioritization is proposed to be not yet integrated into children’s self.
The moral self as identified agent is characterized by experiencing the prioritization of
morally-relevant behavior as emanating from the self rather than external factors. Morally-
relevant actions are thus a way of self-expression. The prioritization is not necessarily
consistent across situations but can be context-dependent. Krettenauer therefore
differentiates the identified moral self from moral identity, which implies a sense of unified
and consistent identity. Krettenauer proposes the identified moral self to develop around late

childhood or early adolescence

32



The Current Thesis

Krettenauer (2013) proposes these three layers to be hierarchically ordered. Lower
layers are considered as a foundation for higher levels, but they are not proposed to replace
each other. Rather, each layer adds a particular quality to the concept of the moral self. As
all layers are proposed to co-exist, higher layers can influence lower layers. It is thereby
possible that identifying with morally-relevant desires influences the prioritization of moral
and conflicting desires. This direction of impact is considered relevant for the relation
between moral self-concept and behavior.

Next to this theoretical advancement, Krettenauer and colleagues (2013) adapted the
moral self-concept assessment by Kochanska (2002) in order to conceptualize the moral self-
concept as preference for prosocial behavior and avoidance of antisocial behavior. These
two dimensions were found to constitute separate factors in sample of preschool and school-
aged children (Krettenauer et al., 2013). The moral self-concept in this line of research thus
explicitly focuses on morally relevant behavior. Empirical evidence suggests that the early
moral self-concept does not build on moral emotions. Moral self-concept and moral
emotions rather become coordinated across childhood (Krettenauer et al., 2013). Regarding
the behavioral relevance of the moral self-concept, first evidence suggests that the moral
self-concept relates to aggressiveness in middle childhood (Sengsavang & Krettenauer,
2015). Yet, this evidence rests on parental report of aggressive behavior. In addition, given
the moral self dimension of ‘preference for prosocial behavior’ and given the frequency of
prosocial behavior in early childhood (Eisenberg et al., 2015), examining the relation
between children’s moral self-concept and actual prosocial behavior is an important next
step. For that purpose, differentiating between different types of prosocial behavior both on
the level of the moral self-concept and on the level of behavior seems important given the

heterogeneity of prosocial behavior (Dunfield et al., 2011; Paulus, 2014).

1.3 The Current Thesis

The current thesis aimed at providing new insights on the theoretical debate whether morally
relevant normative views are behaviorally relevant, and on the role of the moral self-concept
for the potential judgment-behavior-gap. In doing so, this thesis integrates a cognitivist
approach on moral development, focusing on normative views, with an approach focusing
on self-related cognitions, that is, the moral self-concept. In particular, the current thesis
aimed to advance the above outlined theories with regard to the following points.

First, this thesis tested theoretical notions on the emergence of normative stances.

While classical approaches focused on school-age children (Kohlberg, 1976; Piaget,
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1932/1997), more recent theories proposed moral norms to emerge in preschool years (Dahl
& Killen, 2018; Dahl & Paulus, 2019; Tomasello, 2018). This thesis thereby sheds light on
the early development of altruism and advances theories on the development of moral norms
by investigating not only the emergence of normative stances in preschool years, but also
how conflicting normative principles are handled.

Building on evidence for the existence of normative views, this thesis advances the
theoretical debate whether morally relevant normative views are related to behavior (Blake,
2018; Blasi, 1983; Killen & Dahl, 2018; Turiel, 2003). It provides a new perspective on the
relation between normative views and behavior, first, by providing a differentiated
examination of the relation on the group level and the level of the individual, second, by
examining a variety of normative indicators, their inherent structure, and thereby not only
asking whether a normative view is behaviorally relevant but which indicator of a normative
view might be related to behavior, and third, by targeting the relative contribution of a
normative view for behavior when considering the role of the moral self-concept.

As previous research rendered normative views as insufficient to explain behavior,
the current thesis examined the relevance of a moral self-concept from preschool years on
in relation to actual behavior and normative views. This thesis thus advances theories on the
moral self-concept in several respects. First, it provides empirical evidence on the relation
with behavior across different age groups, starting with preschool years, thus testing
developmental models that highlight the relevance of the moral self-concept early in
development (Kochanska et al., 2010; Krettenauer, 2013). Second, this thesis tests functional
mechanisms that might link the moral self-concept to behavior. In particular, it aims to test
a central claim of Blasi’s Self Model (1983), that is, the role self-consistency, and it advances
theories on the role of affective processes for moral development (Eisenberg, 2000; Nunner-
Winkler, 2007; Tangney et al., 2007). Third, by investigating the relation between the moral
self-concept and normative views and their respective role for behavior, the current thesis
addresses the claim that moral identity functions as a bridge between moral judgment and
behavior (Walker, 2004).

On the behavioral level, this thesis examined different instances of morally relevant
behavior. Following a social domain perspective (Smetana, 2013), | will define morally
relevant behavior as behavior that pertains to other’s welfare and fairness. Empathy-based
comforting, distributing resources, and mostly sharing resources were the behaviors of
interest in the current thesis, and can thus be considered as morally relevant. The last study

examined social distancing during a pandemic as a form of other-oriented behavior. Since
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social distancing is perceived as a disputed behavior, the focus of this study was, amongst

other, on individual’s moral relevance of this behavior. Moral judgment in this study refers

to the degree that individuals perceive a behavior as morally relevant, which should relate to

behavior following a social domain perspective (Turiel, 2003).

1.3.1 Research Questions

With the above outlined aims in prospect, the current thesis addressed in particular three key

research questions:

Are normative views about behavior related to morally relevant behavior? This
question derives from a longstanding debate about the relation of judgments and
behavior. While one line of theories suggests moral judgments and behavior to be
related (Killen & Dahl, 2018), another line of theories points towards a gap between
judgment and behavior (Blake, 2018). Most previous research examined the
development of different aspects of normative stances but empirical evidence on the

relation to behavior remains inconclusive.

Is the moral self-concept related to morally relevant behavior? This question builds
on the first one as it derives from a more recent line of theorizing that suggests the
moral self-concept to bridge a moral judgment-behavior gap (Hardy & Carlo, 2011).
In detail, the personal relevance of morality is proposed as an important factor for
adhering to ones morally-relevant normative stances and thus for engaging in
morally-relevant behavior (Blasi, 1983; Edelstein & Nunner-Winkler, 1993;
Krettenauer, 2013; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004b). Particularly developmental theories
on the early relevance of the moral self-concept are barely studied. A broad
examination of the relation between the moral self-concept and behavior at different

points of its ontogeny is thus pending.

Assuming a relation of the moral self-concept and behavior, what mechanisms
underlie this relation? This question builds on the second one and addresses the
potential relation between the moral self-concept and behavior in more detail.
Classical theories on the moral self-concept (Blasi, 1983) and accounts on moral
emotions (Nunner-Winkler, 2007; Tangney et al., 2007) allow to derive two
mechanisms: Striving for self-consistency and emotions regarding morally-relevant

behavior. While previous studies evidenced a relation of the moral self-concept and
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behavior in adolescence and adults, examinations of functional mechanisms are

generally lacking.

These key questions were considered as interleaving rather than separate questions. In
particular, integrating (i) and (ii), this thesis addressed the question of the interrelation of
normative views and the moral self-concept, and of the relative contribution of normative

views and the moral self-concept for behavior.

1.3.2 Outline of the Thesis and Author Contributions

Seven studies were conducted to examine the aforementioned research questions. These
studies focused on various age groups (preschoolers, middle childhood, adults), investigated
a variety of expressions of normative stances (protest, affirmation, evaluation, hypothetical
punishment, non-costly punishment, costly punishment), and examined different aspects of
morally-relevant behavior (sharing resources, donating money, adhering to social distancing
in times of a pandemic). Study 1-2 served to first examine the development of normative
stances regarding morally-relevant behavior in preschool years. Study 3-4 bridged the
examination of normative development with the examination of prosocial development,
investigating relations to behavior both on a group and on an individual level. Study 4
additionally linked the investigation of normative and prosocial development with the moral
self-concept. Study 4-5 addressed the relation between the moral self-concept and behavior
in children, namely preschool years and middle childhood. Study 6-7 served to address this
question in adults. Study 5-6 thereby investigated functional mechanisms underlying the
relation between the moral self-concept and behavior in different age groups. Study 7 draws
back to the first and second research question, contrasting the relevance moral judgment and
the moral self-concept for a currently relevant other-oriented behavior in adults. An
overview of each study will be provided in the following. Table 1 presents the author’s
contribution to each study.

Study 1 served as a pre-study to the first research question, by not yet focusing on
the relation to behavior but on the emergence of a normative stance regarding other-oriented
behavior in itself. It aimed at examining whether preschool children consider empathy-based
comforting as being obligatory, thereby providing evidence for the emergence of human
altruism in preschool years. To this end, 3- and 5-year-old children (N = 93) were presented
with three scenarios that depicted different reactions to a puppet who has hurt herself. One

protagonist puppet comforted the puppet in need, one protagonist ignored the puppet’s need,
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Table 1. Author contributions to the studies. v" major contribution, (v') joint contribution

Study (Supervision of) Data Manuscript

design Data collection analysis writing
Study 1 - - ) ()
Study 2 () ) () ()
Study 3 - - v v
Study 4 v v 4 v
Study 5 v v v v
Study 6 v v v v
Study 7 v 4 v v

and one protagonist laughed at the puppet in need. Children’s spontaneous protest and
affirmation, their evaluation, and their actual punishment and reward of the protagonists’
behavior served as indicators of a normative stance regarding empathy-based comforting as
one instance of other-oriented behavior. The study allowed to differentiate whether children
actually conceive of a positive duty, that is, active comforting, as being obligatory
(comforting evaluated better than ignoring) or whether they only consider the violation of a
negative duty, that is laughing at another’s need, as wrong (laughing evaluated worst, but no
differentiation between ignoring and comforting).

Study 2 served to extend the examination of normative stances in preschool years to
the domain of resource distribution across two experiments. In particular, the study aimed at
contrasting two normative considerations, one of equal distribution and one of partiality
resulting from friendship. For that purpose, 4- to 6-year-olds (N = 185) were presented with
scenarios in which one protagonist favored a friend over a non-friend and one vice versa
(Experiment 1), or in which one protagonist favored a friend over a non-friend and one
distributed resources equally (Experiment 2). Children’s spontaneous protest and
affirmation, their evaluation, and their actual punishment and reward of the protagonists’
behavior served as indicators of a normative stance regarding resource distribution. The
study allowed to examine how children organize different normative demands, one resulting
from fairness considerations and one resulting from interpersonal relationships.

Study 3 served to bridge the examination of normative stances and actual behavior
in preschool years, thereby addressing the first research question. In particular, the study
examined preschooler’s normative stance and own resource distribution when contrasting
fairness considerations and the inclination to favor a friend, that is, when distributing
resources between a rich-friend and a poor non-friend. To this end, 4-6-year-olds (N = 91)
observed protagonist puppets who favored either a rich friend over a poor non-friend or vice
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versa when distributing resources. Children’s spontaneous protest, affirmation, evaluation,
and hypothetical punishment of the puppets’ behavior served as normative indicators. In
addition, children’s own resource distribution behavior between a rich friend and a poor non-
friend was assessed. This study allowed to investigate the relation between normative views
and behavior both on a group level, meaning whether the general expression of a normative
stance and behavior aligns across the sample, and on an individual level, meaning whether
normative views and behavior correlate. This study therefore provides a differentiated
examination of the relation between normative views and behavior.

Study 4 served to address the first and second research question in preschool years,
that is, what is the relative contribution of a normative stance and the moral self-concept for
morally-relevant behavior? For that purpose, 4- to 6-year-old children (N = 90) observed
protagonist puppets who either shared resources equally with another puppet or who did not
share any resources. Children’s evaluation, hypothetical punishment, actual non-costly
punishment, and actual costly punishment in response to the protagonists’ behavior served
as indicators of a normative stance regarding equal distribution. In addition, children’s moral
self-concept and own sharing behavior was assessed. The study allowed, first, to examine
the structure of a variety of normative forms of expression regarding fairness, second, to
contrast the relations of normative expressions and the moral self-concept with actual
sharing behavior, and third, to investigate consistency in individual differences within
fairness-related normative expressions and fairness-related behavior.

Study 5 served to address the second and third research question in middle childhood,
that is, is the moral self-concept related to morally-relevant behavior and if so, what is an
underlying mechanism of this relation? In particular, the study addressed across two
experiments the role of consequential and anticipated emotions for the relation between self-
concept and behavior. To this end, 5- to 9-year-olds (N = 169) own sharing behavior, moral
self-concept, and consequential (Experiment 1) or anticipated (Experiment 2) emotions
regarding sharing were assessed. The study allowed, first, to examine whether the moral self-
concept is related to morally-relevant behavior, second, to investigate whether consequential
or anticipated emotions regarding morally-relevant behavior mediate the relation between
self-concept and behavior, and third, to explore developmental effects across middle
childhood.

Study 6 served to address the second and third research question across two
experiments as well, but focusing on adulthood. In addition to consequential and anticipated

emotions, the study examined the role of preference for consistency for the relation between
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self-concept and behavior. For that purpose, 170 adults’ donation behavior, moral self-
concept, consequential (Experiment 1) and anticipated (Experiment 2) emotions regarding
donating, and their preference for consistency (Experiment 2) was assessed. Methods and
analyses of Experiment 2 were preregistered. The study allowed to corroborate the expected
relation between the moral self-concept and morally-relevant behavior and to shed light on
three theoretically meaningful mechanisms, namely consequential emotions, anticipated
emotions, and preference for self-consistency.

Study 7 served to address the first and second research question in adulthood,
focusing on a currently highly relevant form of other-oriented behavior. In particular, the
study examined the relative contribution of self-oriented and other-oriented psychological
factors, including moral judgment and the moral self-concept, for social distancing during
the unfolding COVID-19 pandemic. For that purpose, 246 adults’ social distancing behavior,
moral judgment regarding social distancing, moral self-concept, empathy for unspecific
others, empathy for close others, fear of infection, and fear of punishment were assessed in
an online study. The study allowed, first, to investigate the relative contribution of
considering social distancing as a morally relevant behavior, that is, the moral judgment, and
the moral self-concept for other-oriented behavior, and second, to address the theoretical
claim that the moral self-concept bridges the gap between judgment and behavior.
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2 Study 1:

The emergence of human altruism:
Preschool children develop a norm for

empathy-based comforting

Paulus, M., Worle, M., & Christner, N. (2019). The emergence of human altruism:
Preschool children develop a norm for empathy-based comforting. Journal of Cognition and
Development. https://doi.org/10.1080/15248372.2019.1693375
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Abstract

The study examined whether preschool children conceive of empathy-based comforting as
being an obligatory reaction towards others in emotional need. We presented 3- and 5-year-
old children with three scenarios in which protagonists showed different reactions towards
an agent who has hurt herself. One protagonist reacted antisocially by laughing at the agent,
one ignored the agent, and one demonstrated empathy-based comforting. The 3-year-olds
only protested against the antisocial protagonist. In contrast, the 5-year-olds protested
against the protagonists who either acted antisocially or ignored the needy other while they
selectively affirmed the protagonist who showed empathy-based comforting. The findings
indicate that a norm for empathy-based comforting develops in the preschool years. Overall,
our study demonstrates the emergence of a normative concern with the well-being of others,

a central aspect of human altruism.

2.1 Introduction

Empathic concern and empathy-related responding are highly valued (Batson, 2011,
Hoffman, 2000). For example, political polls regularly examine the degree to which people
attribute empathy to political parties or candidates (e.g., Pew Research Center, 2017).
Parents are interested in books that help their children to become empathic persons
(McKearney & Mears, 2015) and empirical research tried to examine the conditions that
foster the development of empathic concern and empathy-related prosocial actions (e.g.,
Brownell et al., 2013; Goldstein & Winner, 2012). Consequently, the psychological
processes related to empathic concern have been of wide interest (e.g., Brownell, 2013,
Decety & Svetlova, 2012; Preston & de Waal, 2002; for review see Eisenberg et al., 2006).
On a conceptual level, ethical theories have debated the extent to which empathic concern
and empathic behaviors (e.g., comforting) form an important aspect of morality (Battaly,
2011; Betzler, 2019; Prinz, 2011; Slote, 2007). These examples nicely illustrate that
empathic concern and empathy-related responding to others in need are not merely
behavioral inclinations or capacities that persons show to a greater or lesser extent, but are
actually desired behaviors.

This could indicate that humans possess a norm for empathy, that is, regard empathic
concern and empathy-based comforting responses towards needy others as being good and
obligatory, and not only a voluntary or supererogatory behavior (that is, good to do, but okay
not to do). Indeed, adults and adolescents think that it is crucial to help and wrong not to

help others in need (Killen & Turiel, 1998), although the obligatory character decreased with
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age when it concerned more distant others. At the same time, adolescents and adults do not
regard all prosocial acts as obligatory, some are seen as supererogatory (Kahn, 1992; Killen
& Turiel, 1998). Taken together, this suggests that prosocial behaviors are related to different
degrees of obligations. Importantly, despite the public view that it is desirable that children
show empathic responses towards needy others (e.g., McKearney & Mears, 2015) and the
findings that adults do evaluate helping as important and good (Killen & Turiel, 1998), it is
not clear whether and to which extent empathic concern represents a moral norm and
obligatory reaction towards others in need. Moreover, it is not clear when such a norm might
emerge in human development. In other words, do preschool children think that empathic
concern and comforting towards others in emotional need is good or even required?

This question is not only of interest for philosophical debates, but it is also
informative for current psychological theorizing on the development and nature of altruism.
Importantly, Dahl and Paulus (2019) presented a developmental framework on the ontogeny
of human altruism. They argued that in order to fully understand human altruism, two levels
of altruism need to be differentiated. On the one hand, empathic concern with others’ well-
being, and, on the other hand, a normative stance towards altruistic actions. This second level
includes a normative stance that helping and comforting others is something good. That is,
empathic concern with others is not only displayed (first level), but actually regarded as
morally good (second level). A concern with others’ well-being seems to emerge by the
second and third year of life as young children increasingly engage in empathy-driven
behaviors such as comforting others in need (e.g., Decety & Svetlova, 2012). Yet, little is
known about the development of the next level. The authors hypothesized that a normative
stance towards altruistic actions emerges later in the preschool years. The current study
aimed at contributing to this theoretical debate by examining the development of a normative
stance towards empathic concern.

Notably, previous research accumulated evidence that already young children regard
antisocial behavior as being morally wrong and the omission of antisocial acts as
normatively required (for review see Dahl & Freda, 2017). These findings correspond to
research demonstrating that young children punish antisocial others (Kenward & Osth, 2012)
and protest against violations of moral norms (e.g., Rossano et al., 2011). Thus, these studies
nicely demonstrate that already young children evaluate others’ social behavior and have
developed a norm to not harm others. This corresponds to the ethical notion of negative
duties, that is, that we are obligated not to harm and injure others (Belliotti, 1981,

Lichtenberg, 2010). Yet, they leave open the question whether young children also recognize
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positive duties, that is, norms to help and support others, most interesting for the purpose of
the present study a norm to react with empathic concern and comforting to others in need.
We refer to this normative stance as indicating a norm for empathy.

Some evidence for the appreciation of positive duties, such as considering others’
needs and helping-related behaviors, comes from a limited number of studies. A classical
line of research on children’s reasoning about hypothetical prosocial dilemmas (i.e. vignettes
in which an agent can decide to follow his own interest or to help another person) suggested
that while preschool children engage mostly in hedonistic reasoning, elementary school aged
children increasingly refer to others’ needs when justifying their judgments (cf. Eisenberg,
1986). Kahn (1992) showed that across middle childhood (8-13 years) children judged
negative moral acts (e.g., not stealing) more often as being obligatory than positive moral
acts (e.g., donating resources to needy others). Most relevant, in a cross-cultural study on
US and Indian children and adults, Miller et al. (1990) showed that participants from the US
tended to evaluate helping behavior as morally relevant the more needy the other was and
the less personally distant the other was, while Indian participants viewed all lack of help as
morally problematic. Finally, Weller and Lagattuta (2013) analyzed 5- to 13-year-old
children’s emotion attributions when (not) helping others. They showed that 5- to 6-year-old
children reported rather positive emotions following a decision not to help while 7- to 10-
year-old children reported rather negative emotions (with 11- to 13-year-olds showing an
increase in positive emotions). Moreover, 9-13-year-olds differentiated in their
permissibility to act selfishly in dependence of the neediness of the other, whereas the 5-8-
year-olds did not differentiate between the levels of neediness. Overall, these studies
suggested that helping others is, at least by middle childhood, a morally relevant action that
IS seen as normative.

Moreover, a more recent study examined preschool children’s responses towards
puppets (protagonists) who had either instrumentally helped (e.g., opening a box to retrieve
a toy) or hindered (e.g., closing the lid of a box to prevent the other from retrieving the toy)
another puppet (Van de Vondervoort & Hamlin, 2017). This is of interest for the purpose of
the current study as helping can be regarded as a positive duty. In this study, participants
were asked in a kind of forced-choice scenario which of the two protagonists they preferred,
which one was nicer, and which one should get punished. It was found that the 4- and 5-
year-old children preferred the helper, regarded the helper to be nicer, and allocated more
punishment to the hinderer. In a simplified version, a similar pattern was found for 3-year-

old children. This suggests that when directly being compared to an antisocial other,
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preschool children more positively evaluate a character that engaged in instrumental helping.
Yet, given the direct comparison, it remains an open question to which extent the effects
were driven by the antisocial protagonist being judged negatively or the prosocial
protagonist being judged positively; and to which extent this would differ from an agent who
does not engage in either of these behaviors. In addition, instrumental helping has been
suggested to differ from empathic responding and comforting. More precisely, studies
revealed no relation between these behaviors (Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013) and pointed to
different neurophysiological correlates of helping and consoling (for review see Paulus,
2014). It has been suggested that while comforting is subserved by empathic concern,
helping might be related to social routines and goal understanding. It remains thus an open
question whether the patterns reported on instrumental helping can be transferred to the
domain of empathy-based responding.

This lack of knowledge about whether children think that it is good to engage in
empathy-driven actions is surprising given that there is a large body of literature on the
emergence of empathic concern and comforting behavior in early childhood. Empathic
concern (arousal reflecting sympathetic concern for the other; Davidov et al., 2013) has been
shown to emerge in the first two years of life and to be related to comforting behavior (for
reviews see Davidov et al., 2013; Decety & Svetlova, 2012; Eisenberg et al., 2006). Given
that empathic concern and comforting behavior seem to emerge early in development, it
would be interesting to explore how children reason about its moral nature and how they
evaluate agents who either do or do not engage in empathic responding. This would reveal
how young children think about and evaluate empathy-based responses.

Notably, recent findings demonstrate that young preschool children possess
normative stances on how to distribute resources fairly between others (Rakoczy et al., 2016;
Rizzo et al., 2016; Worle & Paulus, 2018, 2019). For example, Wérle and Paulus (2018)
presented 3- to 6-year-old children with two protagonists. Each of the protagonists could
distribute resources between a rich recipient and a poor recipient. One of the protagonists
allocated more resources to the rich recipient (than to the poor recipient), whereas the other
protagonist allocated more resources to the poor recipient. It was found that the older
children (5-6 years), but not the younger children (3-4 years) selectively protested against
the protagonist who perpetuated the inequality, while they selectively affirmed the
protagonist who rectified the inequality and gave more items to the recipient who was more
needy. These types of spontaneous protest against a third party’s norm violation and the

affirmation of desired behavior have been interpreted as a strong indicator of an agent-
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neutral norm (Rakoczy & Schmidt, 2013; cf. Nagel, 1970) as children enforce these norms
even from unrelated third parties. Overall, these findings show that preschool children do
not only have normative views that concern the omission of antisocial acts, but also view
some types of prosocial behaviors as being normatively required. These studies also point to
developmental changes in children’s considerations of contextual factors and others’
neediness: Three-year-old children strongly adhere to a norm of equal sharing (Rakoczy et
al., 2016), while 5-year-old children enforce a norm of giving more to a poor than a rich
other (Worle & Paulus, 2018). That is, older preschool children considered the neediness of
the recipients in considerations of resource allocations. This pattern is suggestive for the
hypothesis that a norm for empathic concern might develop in the preschool years and should
be present by 5 years. On the other hand, given that already toddlers show empathy-related
responding, one could also entertain the hypothesis that a norm for empathy is present from

early on. The current study was designed to examine these possibilities.

The Current Study

To this end, we presented 3- and 5-year-old children with three scenarios in which
protagonists showed different reactions towards an agent who has hurt herself, that is,
towards another in emotional need. One protagonist laughed at the other (laughing
condition). One protagonist decided to keep playing and ignore the other (ignoring
condition). Finally, one protagonist demonstrated empathic concern and comforting
behavior (comforting condition). We decided to compare children’s behavior across these
three conditions as the laughing condition clearly presents antisocial behavior, the
comforting condition clearly present altruistic behavior, and the ignoring condition presents
neither of them. That is, it does not violate a norm of not acting antisocially, while it violates
a norm of acting with empathic concern. This condition (and the direct comparison between
the ignoring and the comforting condition) is diagnostic for our purposes as protest in this
condition is unlikely due to the violation of a norm of reacting antisocially, but rather
indicative for the violation of a norm to act altruistically.

In order to examine our question, we relied on a multimethod approach. We assessed
young children’s spontaneous protest and affirmative responses towards the protagonists as
well as their punishment / reward behavior and explicit reasoning about the protagonists’
actions. First, selective protest and selective affirmation have been widely used as measures
for normative stances in preschool children (e.g., Rakoczy et al., 2016; Worle & Paulus,

2018). This approach has been successfully used with children from the early preschool
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years onwards. Moreover, an assessment of protest behavior across a wide range (3-6 years)
has shown no association with age (Paulus, 2017) suggesting that this is a suitable measure
to compare children’s normative stances across the preschool years. Second, punishment and
reward allocations have been accepted as indirect indicators for normativity (Kenward &
Osth, 2012, 2015; McAuliffe et al., 2015), although it remained an open question to which
extent punishment can be reliably observed before six years of age (McAuliffe et al., 2015).
Third, we included explicit evaluations and reasoning as a classical measure of normative
understanding representing a more deliberative assessment of others’ behavior (Dahl &
Killen, 2018a). Together, they allow for a differentiated assessment of young children’s
normative views on how others should or should not react to a person in pain.

For the purpose of the current investigation, it was most interesting to explore
whether and how children would differentiate between the protagonist ignoring the other’s
need and the protagonist demonstrating empathic-related responding. This would reveal
whether or not children attach particular value to empathic-related responding. We
hypothesized that children of both age groups would react negatively towards the agent who
laughed at the needy other, that is, that 3- and 5-year-olds would see gloating at others’
misfortune as morally wrong. Moreover, based on Dahl and Paulus (2019) we hypothesized
that mostly 5-year-old children would show evidence for a norm of empathy-based
responding, that is, comforting others in need. That is, we hypothesized that 5-year-olds
would negatively evaluate, punish, and protest against the protagonist who reacted
antisocially or ignored the needy other. Moreover, they should positively evaluate, reward,
and affirm the protagonist who acted with empathic concern, that is, comforted another

person in need.

2.2 Method

Participants

The final sample included 48 3-year-old children (M = 43.90 months; range 36 — 48 months;
SD = 3.50; 25 girls) and 45 5-year-old children (M = 66.32 months; range 60 — 71 months;
SD =3.23; 17 girls). One additional child was tested but not included in the final sample due
to an experimental error. Participants were typically developing children from day-care
centers located in the surroundings of a larger European city. Children were from
heterogeneous socioeconomic backgrounds. The present study was approved by the local
Ethics Board. Informed written consent for participation was given by the children’s

caregivers.
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Materials

For each of the three conditions, we used a different pair of 28-cm-tall hand puppets. All
puppets differed in hair color and clothing, and their paring and assignment to conditions
was counterbalanced. We used a ball, two puzzles, paper and pencils, and a wind-up toy for
the warm-up trials. Marbles, fingerboards, and matchbox cars served as play material for the
puppets; it was counterbalanced which material was used in which condition. “Tasty”
(colorfully decorated) and “disgusting” (plain green) cookies were provided for the

punishment / rewarding. For the evaluation, we used a 4-point smiley-scale.

Design and Procedure

Children were tested individually in a quiet room. Experimental sessions were videotaped
for later reliability coding. In a within-subjects design, we administered three conditions
which were presented to the participants after a warm-up and a familiarization with the test
material; the order of presentation of the conditions was counterbalanced. Each condition
consisted of a demonstration phase, followed by a punishment / rewarding phase, and an
evaluation phase. In the demonstration phase, two puppets were playing with toys. Then,
one puppet stumbled upon her toy, fell down on the ground, and hurt her knee. Importantly,
we manipulated the reaction of the other puppet (protagonist): She either comforted
(comforting condition), ignored (ignoring condition), or laughed (laughing condition) at the
injured puppet. After the demonstration, children could punish / reward the protagonist and
evaluate her behavior. A video documentation that allows for a reproduction of the procedure
can be found on Databrary at https://nyu.databrary.org/volume/1015. In the following, the
procedure will be described in detail.

Warm-Up Trials. The experimenter introduced the puppets by their names and one after
each other played ball with the participant. Then, she administered one task-specific warm-
up trial with each of the three protagonist puppets in which the respective protagonist made
an instrumental mistake. We counterbalanced which puppet did which out of the following
three trials: 1. Puzzle: The protagonist placed a puzzle piece incorrectly, 2. Drawing: The
protagonist tried to make a drawing with a broken pencil, 3. Wind-Up toy: The protagonist
incorrectly moved a wind-up toy by hand. Participants were prompted to intervene if they
didn’t do so spontaneously. This served the purpose of reducing their potential inhibition to
criticize or correct the protagonist puppets.

Familiarization. The experimenter familiarized participants with the tasty and disgusting

cookies (procedure modified after Kenward & Osth, 2015) by trying one of each type,
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commenting on their specific taste (“delicious” vs. “worm-like”), and displaying a matching
facial expression. All participants could correctly identify the different cookie types after the
familiarization and in the end of the procedure. Additionally, participants were familiarized
with a 4-point smiley-scale, ranging from ‘very bad’ to ‘very good’.

After the familiarization, participants were presented with three conditions in a row,
each consisting of a demonstration phase, a punishment / rewarding phase and an evaluation
phase.

Demonstration phase. All condition had in common that in the beginning of the
demonstration phase two puppets were sitting next to each other on the table and playing
with toys. Both had the same kind of toys but they were playing alone (without any
interaction). Then, one puppet stumbled over her toy, fell down on the ground and hurt her
knee. This was acted out through a verbal statement of the injured puppet of what had
happened (e.g., “I hurt my knee”’) and the expression of pain (e.g., convulsing with pain on
the ground) throughout the rest of the demonstration phase. It was varied between conditions
how the other puppet (protagonist puppet) reacted to this event. In the comforting condition,
the protagonist approached the injured puppet and showed empathic concern both verbally
(saying that she is sorry for what happened and understands how much it hurts) and
behaviorally (stroking her back). In the ignoring condition, the protagonist stopped playing
for a second and looked at the injured puppet. Then she verbally stated that she will continue
playing and did so, moving around her toy. In the laughing condition, the protagonist
approached the injured puppet and laughed at her. This was emphasized verbally (through
gleeful comments) and behaviorally (through pointing at the injured puppet). Following
previous work (e.g., Worle & Paulus, 2018), the protagonist first announced her behavioral
intent. In the comforting condition she stated: “I think I am going to Lisa in order to comfort
her.” In the ignoring condition she stated: “I think I am going to continue playing.” In the
laughing condition she stated: “I think I am going to Lisa in order to laugh at her.” Then, the
action was presented in a stepwise procedure with a 5 seconds break in between each step to
give children the opportunity to protest: First, the protagonist tentatively said what she was
about to do (as when reflecting about her next action step). Second, she repeated what she
was about to do in a more determined manner and turned toward her goal (the injured puppet
in the comforting and laughing condition, her toy in the ignoring condition). Third, the
protagonist actually did what she had announced to do for 7 seconds while the injured puppet
continued expressing pain. In all three conditions, the demonstration phase ended with a

statement of the injured puppet that the pain has subsided. Thereby we established an
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emotionally neutral end of the scenario. After the demonstration phase, participants were
asked control questions to test their memory of the scenario (e.g., “When Anne injured her
knee, how did Marie react?””). Children who were not able to answer the control questions
correctly were excluded from the analyses of the measures that are based on memory (see
results).

Punishment / rewarding phase. After the demonstration phase, participants could allocate
any number out of 3 tasty and 3 disgusting cookies to the protagonist puppet. They were
explicitly allowed to also leave (all) cookies in the bowl if they wanted. More precisely, the
experimenter put a bowl with three tasty and three disgusting cookies in front of the child
and explained: “You can now distribute cookies to [Anna]. You can distribute some cookies
to [Anna] and you can leave some in the bowl. You don’t have to distribute all cookies, but
you can distribute them. You can decide.”

Evaluation phase. In a stepwise questioning procedure (cf. Marsh et al., 2002), participants
had to make a binary choice regarding the quality of the protagonist’s behavior (“Do you
think it was good or bad what <name of the puppet> did?”’) and to refine their evaluation on
the smiley-scale (“How good/bad do you think it was?”). This yielded a measure ranging
over four points. Then, the experimenter asked participants to justify their evaluation and to
indicate what else the protagonist could have done. With the evaluation, a condition was

complete and the next condition followed, starting again with the demonstration phase.

Coding and Data Analysis

The punishment / rewarding and the evaluation were coded online by the experimenter.
Participants’ verbal protest / affirmation was coded from (transcriptions of) the videotapes.
Protest / affirmation. The critical period for verbal protest / affirmation and interventions
during the demonstration phase started when the protagonist puppet first announced how she
would react to the mishap of the injured puppet and ended when the injured puppet stated
that her pain has subsided.

Verbal responses that occurred during the critical period were — according to their
valence — categorized into protest and affirmation. Both protest and affirmation could arise
on different levels, ranging from no protest/affirmation to imperative protest/affirmation to
normative protest/affirmation. This coding scheme was based on the coding of protest
behavior in previous work (e.g. Rakoczy et al., 2016; Worle & Paulus, 2018). No protest /
affirmation indicated that participants didn’t make any relevant comments. Imperative

protest was assigned if participants tried to make the protagonist act differently (e.g. “No,
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comfort her!”) and imperative affirmation if participants reinforced the protagonist’s
behavior (e.g. “Yes, go ahead! Get up!”). Normative protest / affirmation was given if
participants commented on the protagonist’s behavior using normative vocabulary (e.g.
“Laughing at her is not allowed.” in the category of protest or “Yes, this would be good.” in
the category of affirmation) or if their comments made evident some norm-related emotional
reactions like indignation (e.g. “This is not funny!”).

Twenty-seven children (ca. 29%) were coded for reliability by a second rater blind
to the hypotheses. For the categorization of children’s verbal responses, Cohen’s kappa
indicated almost perfect agreement for protest, k = .95, as well as for affirmation, « = .92,
Evaluation. For children’s evaluation of the protagonists’ behavior on the 4-point smiley
scale, scores from 1 (frowning smiley; “very bad”) to 4 (happy smiley; “very good”) were
assigned.

The justifications of the evaluations were categorized into four qualitatively distinct
categories. The category normative justifications comprises responses in which participants
explicitly referred to a norm, using normative vocabulary (e.g. “Because one ought to
comfort.”). Responses were classified into the category condition of the injured puppet if
participants referred to what had happened to the injured puppet or the (relief of) pain she
feels (e.g. “Because she hurt herself”, “Because she feels better now™). This category
covered responses that by and large referred to the welfare of the puppet (i.e. describing her
pain, painful situation, or the other puppet’s aid to relief the pain). If participants referred to
what the protagonist had done or omitted, responses were categorized as behavior of the
protagonist (e.g. “Because she laughed at her.”, “Because she did not console her.”).
Irrelevant and ambiguous responses were classified as other responses.

Twenty-three children (ca. 29%) were coded for reliability by a second rater blind to
the hypotheses. For the evaluation justifications, Cohen’s kappa as a measure of interrater-
reliability indicated almost perfect agreement with a value of « = .88.

Punishment / rewarding. For the punishment / rewarding measure, the number of tasty and
disgusting cookies (out of 3 respectively) that was given to each protagonist entered the

analyses. Data and analyses scripts are available at https://osf.io/vx4gw/.

2.3 Results

Protest

Figure 1 shows the percentage of children showing each type of protest (A) and affirmation
(B) in the different conditions. For statistical inference, we combined imperative and

normative protest/affirmation into one category of protest/affirmation due to the rare
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occurrence of the individual types. Linear mixed models were computed separately for
predicting protest and affirmation, with protest and affirmation as binary outcome variable
(present or not, independent of type). We decided to conduct linear mixed models given that
logistic regressions had fitted probabilities near 0 (or 1) in some cells. Moreover, models
based on logistic regressions that included higher order interaction terms failed to converge.
Thus, based on the recommendation by Gomila (2019), we relied on linear mixed models.
The full model included age group, condition, gender, order of conditions, and the four-way-
interaction. Additionally, we included the random factor of participant since each participant
saw all three conditions. To test the model’s significance we compared the full model to the
null model, which included only the control variables gender and order and the random factor
of participant. To test the significance of individual factors and interactions, we compared a
model with a reduced model lacking the respective factor or interaction using likelihood
ratio tests.

For protest, the full model was a better fit compared to the null model, X2(65) =
121.78, p < .001. Comparing the full model with a reduced model revealed no significant
four-way interaction, X?(10) = 15.45, p = .116. We thus dropped it from further analyses.
Comparing a model including all possible three-way-interactions with reduced models
revealed a significant interaction of age-group, gender, and condition, X?(2) = 6.61, p = .037
(all other interactions non-significant, ps > .161). To interpret the interaction, we computed
separate models for 3- and 5-year-olds. A significant interaction for gender and condition
was found for 5-year-olds, X?(2) = 6.12, p = .047, but not 3-year-olds, X3(2) = 2.47, p = .291.
Computing separate models for 5-year-old girls and boys revealed a main effect of condition
for girls, X2(2) = 17.04, p < .001, and boys, X?(2) = 7.48, p = .024, but no effect of order for
boys or girls, ps > .439. Pairwise comparisons for 5-year-olds girls and boys revealed that
girls protested least in the comforting condition, which differed significantly from the
laughing, t = -4.34, p < .001, and ignoring condition, t = -3.38, p = .002. Boys, however,
protested less likely in the comforting compared to the laughing condition, t = -2.73, p =
.009, not compared to the ignoring condition, t = -1.82, p = .075, although the direction of
the effect was comparable to girls. Both girls’ and boys’ protest between the ignoring and
laughing protagonist did not differ significantly, ps > .342.

To get interpretable main effects for 3-year-olds, we dropped the gender and
condition interaction term from the model. Comparing the remaining model with the
predictors condition, gender, and order with reduced models lacking each factor individually

revealed a significant effect of condition, X?(2) = 7.42, p = .024, but no effect of gender,
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X?(1) = 0.97, p = .326, or order, X?(5) = 4.15, p = .528. Pairwise comparisons reveal that
three-year-olds protested most likely in the laughing condition, which differed significantly
from the comforting and ignoring condition, t = 2.38, p =.019, but their protest did not differ
between the comforting and ignoring condition, t = 0.00, p = 1.00.

Taken together, this means that 3-year-olds hardly protested in the ignoring condition
but selectively protested more strongly in the laughing condition. In contrast, 5-year-olds
selectively protested more strongly not only in the laughing condition but also in the ignoring
condition, although this effect was most clear in girls. Importantly, 5-year-olds in general

did not differentiate between the ignoring condition and laughing condition.

Affirmation

For the binary outcome variable of affirmation (yes/no), the same full and null models as for
protest were computed. The full model was a better fit compared to the null model, X2(65) =
91.44, p = .017. Comparing the full model with a reduced model revealed no significant
four-way interaction, X?(10) = 17.32, p = .068, which was thus dropped from the model.
Comparing a model including all possible three-way-interactions with reduced models
revealed no significant interactions, ps > .096. Comparing a model including all possible
two-way-interactions with reduced models revealed a significant interaction of age-group
and condition, X?(2) = 11.13, p = .004 (all other two-way-interactions non-significant, ps >
.154). Notably, there was no interaction of order and condition, X?(10) = 6.64, p =.759. To
follow-up on the interaction of age-group and condition, we computed separate models for
3- and 5-year-olds. For 3-year-olds, comparing the full model with a reduced model lacking
each factor individually revealed neither an effect of condition, X?(2) = 4.32, p = .115, nor
gender, X?(1) = 0.01, p = .928, nor order, X?(5) = 1.02, p = .961.

For 5-year-olds, comparing the full model with models lacking each factor
individually revealed a significant effect of condition, X?(2) = 16.21, p < .001, and order,
X?(5) = 14.03, p = .015, but no effect of gender, X?(1) = 3.60, p = .058. Pairwise comparisons
regarding conditions revealed that five-year-olds affirmed most likely in the comforting
condition, which differed significantly from the laughing, t = 3.68, p < .001, and ignoring
condition, t=3.22, p =.002. Five-year-olds’ affirmation did not differ significantly between
the ignoring and laughing condition, t = 0.46, p = .647. Pairwise comparisons regarding order
of conditions revealed that five-year-olds presented with the following order, ignoring-

comforting-laughing, affirmed overall more likely than children who saw any other order of
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conditions. Overall, only the 5-year-olds selectively showed affirmation in the comforting

condition.
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Figure 1. Percentage of children showing imperative / normative protst (A) and affirmation
(B) as a function of condition (comforting, ignoring, laughing) and age group (3 year-olds
or 5 year-olds).

Evaluation

For the analysis of the measures that require a correct memory of the puppets’ behaviors
(evaluation, punishment / rewarding) 14 children were excluded from the final sample based
on their incorrect answer to the check questions. This resulted in a subsample of 37 3-year-
olds (M =44.28, SD = 3.31; 21 girls) and 42 5-year olds (M = 66.24, SD = 3.26; 16 girls) for
these measures. For the evaluation measure, children’s ratings of the protagonist puppets’
behavior on the 4-point smiley scale were analyzed. Figure 2 shows the mean evaluation of

the puppets in the different age groups. A 3 x 2 mixed-model analysis of variance (ANOVA)
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with the within subjects factor condition (Comforting, Ignoring, Laughing), and the between
subjects factor age group (3-year-olds or 5-year-olds) was conducted on children’s ratings.
A preliminary analysis including the factor gender and order of conditions yielded no
significant effect of either factor so they were dropped from the main analyses. The ANOVA
revealed a main effect of condition, F(2,154) = 86.78, p <.001, n; = 0.54, a main effect of
age group, F(1,77) =9.51, p=.003, n; =0.10, as well as a condition x age group interaction
effect, F(2,154) = 7.65, p <.001, n; =0.09.

To follow up on the interaction between condition and age group, a repeated
measures ANOVA was conducted for each age group separately to test the effect of the
factor condition on children’s ratings. The analysis revealed a significant effect of the factor
condition for 3-year-old children, F(2,72) = 17.06, p < .001, n; = 0.32, and for 5-year-old
children, F(2,82) = 101.18, p < .001, n; = 0.71. For 3-year-olds, the t-tests revealed
significant differences between the conditions comforting and laughing, t(36) = 5.96, p <
.001, d = 1.23, as well as between the conditions comforting and ignoring, t(36) = 3.64, p <
.001, d = 0.86. However, the difference between the conditions ignoring and laughing was
not significant, t(36) = 1.81, p = .079, d = 0.33. For 5-year-olds, the t-tests also revealed
significant differences between the conditions comforting and laughing, t(41) = 11.25, p <
.001, d = 2.53, as well as comforting and ignoring, t(41) = 11.33, p <.001, d = 2.37. Like
for 3-year-olds, the difference between the conditions ignoring and laughing was not
significant for 5-year-olds, t(41) = 1.06, p = .294, d = 0.16.

Most interesting for our focal hypothesis: 51% (n=19) of the 3-year-old children
judged the protagonist’s behavior in the ignoring condition as bad or very bad, which was
not different from chance, y%(1)=.03, p=.869. In contrast, 88% (n=37) of the 5-year-old
children judged the protagonist’s behavior in the ignoring condition as bad or very bad. This
pattern was different from chance, ¥?(1)=24.38, p<.001. The difference between both age
groups was also significant, x*(1)=12.87, p < .001.

In sum, children of both age groups evaluated the behavior of the puppet in the
comforting condition most positively and did not differentiate between the behavior of the
puppet in the ignoring and the laughing condition, even though there was a tendency in 3-
year-olds to give a better rating in the ignoring than the laughing condition (which was not

the case for 5-year-olds).
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Figure 2. Mean evaluation (1-4) as a function of condition (comforting, ignoring, laughing)
and age group (3 year-olds or 5 year-olds). Error bars indicate standard errors of the means.

Evaluation justifications. First, descriptive analyses were conducted for children’s
evaluation justifications. For each condition (comforting, ignoring and laughing), data were
separately analyzed for children who had evaluated the behavior of the puppet positively
(i.e. as ‘good’ or ‘very good’ on the smiley scale) and children who had evaluated the
puppet’s behavior negatively (i.e. as ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’ on the smiley scale). Table 2 shows
the number of children who provided answers from the different categories to justify their
evaluations. The numbers show that responses from the categories normative justification
and behavior of the protagonist occurred more often than responses from the category
condition of the injured puppet. Importantly, the former two categories were mainly used to
justify a positive evaluation in the comforting condition and a negative evaluation in the
ignoring and laughing condition.

In addition, the justifications of 3- and 5-year-olds were compared across conditions
and the valence of evaluations (positive, negative). On a descriptive level, the proportion of
answers from the categories normative justification and behavior of the protagonist is
substantially higher in 5-year-olds (normative justification: 30.2%; behavior of the
protagonist: 39.7%) than in 3-year-olds (normative justification: 6.3%; behavior of the
protagonist: 14.4%). In contrast, the proportion of responses from the category condition of
the injured puppet is roughly the same in both age groups (3-year-olds: 14.4%; 5-year-olds:
12.7%).
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Table 2. Evaluation justification: Children’s justifications of their evaluation in each
condition subdivided according to the valence of their evaluation. A: 3-year-old children. B:
5-year-old children. Note. The numbers in the table give the number (and percentage) of
children who provided answers from the different categories.

A. 3-year-olds
Comforting Ignoring Laughing
Positive Negative Positive Negative Positive Negative
evaluation evaluation evaluation evaluation evaluation evaluation
Normative 1(3.2%) 1(16.7%) 1 (5.6%) 1 (5.3%) - 3 (13.0%)
justification
Condition of 5 (16.1%) - 3(16.7%) 2(10.5%) 2(14.3%) 4 (17.4%)
the injured
puppet
Behavior of 6(19.4%) 1(16.7%) 2(11.1%) 3(15.8%) 2 (14.3%) 2 (8.7%)
the
protagonist
Other 19 (61.3%) 4(66.7%) 12 (66.7%) 13(68.4%) 10(71.4%) 14 (60.9%)
responses /
no answer
B. 5-year-olds
Comforting Ignoring Laughing
Positive Negative Positive Negative Positive Negative
evaluation evaluation evaluation evaluation evaluation evaluation
Normative 16 (41%) - - 8(21.6%) 1(20.0%) 13(35.1%)
justification
Condition of 6 (15.4%) 1(33.3%) 1 (20.0%) 3(8.1%) 1(20.0%) 4 (10.8%)
the injured
puppet
Behavior of 14 (35.9%) - 1(20.0%) 18(48.6%) 1(20.0%) 16 (43.2%)
the
protagonist
Other 3(7.7%) 2(66.7%) 3(60.0%) 8(21.6%) 2 (40.0%) 4 (10.8%)
responses /
no answer

One focal test concerned whether we can find evidence that the 5-year-old children treated

empathic-responding as normatively good. Indeed, 16 of the 39 children (41%) who

evaluated empathic-responding as good or very good justified this evaluation with a
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normative justification. In contrast, one of the 31 3-year-old children (3%) who evaluated
empathic-responding as good or very good justified this evaluation with a normative
justification. This age difference was significant, x?(1)=13.42, p<.001, showing that 5-year-
old children were much more likely to view comforting as normatively good than the 3-year-

old children.

Punishment / rewarding

Children’s distribution of tasty and disgusting cookies to the puppets in the different
conditions was analyzed. A 3 x 2 x 2 X 2 X 2 mixed-model ANOVA with the within subjects
factors condition (comforting, ignoring or laughing) and cookie type (tasty or disgusting
cookies) and the between subjects factors age group (3-year-olds or 5-year-olds), gender
(male or female), and order of conditions was computed on the number of given cookies.
The ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of cookie type, F(1,55) = 16.33, p <.001,

np = 0.27. Across age groups, conditions, gender, and order, children allocated more tasty
cookies (M = 1.41, SE = 0.07) than disgusting cookies (M = 0.85, SE = 0.07). Moreover,
there was a main effect of gender, F(1,55) = 5.07, p =.028, n; = 0.13, showing that overall
boys gave more cookies than girls, which was further qualified by a gender x order
interaction effect, F(5,55) = 2.70, p = .030, n; = 0.24.

To further explore the gender x order interaction effect we conducted a repeated
measures ANOVA for each gender with the between-subjects factor order of conditions on
the number of given cookies (across cookie types and across conditions) to compare whether
male or female participants differentiated between order of presentation in the amount of
cookies they gave. The analysis revealed no significant effect of order, neither in girls,
F(5,31) = 0.93, p = .475, n; = 0.13, nor in boys, F(5,36) = 2.36, p = .059, n; = 0.25. In
sum, our manipulation as reflected in the different conditions (comforting, ignoring,
laughing) did not significantly affect participants’ allocation of cookies and thus their
punishment / rewarding behavior.

During the test trials, we observed that some children also intervened physically.
These behaviors involved preventing the protagonist from laughing at the other in the
laughing condition (e.g., by hitting him) and preventing the protagonist from further playing
in the ignoring condition (e.g., by taking his toys away). Given that physical interventions
can be regarded as a specific form of protest or punishment, we exploratorily analyzed them
on a descriptive level. We report only descriptives as we had no a priori expectation on the

occurrence of this behavior. In the laughing condition the highest number of children
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intervened physically (3 [6.3%] of the 3-year-olds; 11 [24.4%] of the 5-year-olds). A few
children also intervened in the ignoring condition (1 [2.1%] of the 3-year-olds; 2 [4.4%] of

the 5-year-olds). No physical interventions occurred in the comforting condition.

Correlational Analysis Across Measures

We computed two-tailed Pearson correlations to investigate the consistency of children’s
reactions across measures. As some children had to be excluded from all analyses regarding
evaluation and punishment/reward, sample sizes for correlations involving these measures
are smaller. Results are presented in Table 3. While children’s affirmation did not correlate
with any other measure of normativity, children’s protest correlated negatively with their

evaluation of the behavior and tended to correlate positively with their punishment.

Table 3. Correlations between all variables across conditions. Note. Protest and affirmation
scores reflect whether any type of protest or affirmation was present (imperative or
normative). Punishment/reward reflect the given number of disgusting/tasty cookies.
"p<.10; *p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

Protest Affirmation Evaluation Punishment

(i/n) (i/n)

Affirmation (i/n) -0.08 - - -
(n=93)

Evaluation -0.33*** 0.04 - -
(n=79) (n=79)

Punishment 0.12+ 0.05 -0.22%** -
(n=79) (n=79) (n=79)

Reward -0.08 0.10 0.11* -0.17**
(n=79) (n=79) (n=79) (n=79)

2.4 Discussion

The current study examined whether young children conceive of empathic concern and
comforting as being a normative reaction towards others in need. In addition, we explored
whether this norm develops in the preschool years as hypothesized by Dahl and Paulus
(2019). To this end, we confronted 3- and 5-year-old children with three protagonists who
showed different reactions toward another agent in emotional need. The protagonists either
reacted antisocially by laughing at her, ignored her, or reacted with empathic concern and

comforting. Our results revealed clear evidence for the presence of a norm for empathy by
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the end of the preschool years. Moreover, we found evidence for a developmental effect:
The 3-year-old children reacted most strongly towards the antisocial protagonist while not
differentiating between the other two protagonists. Most interestingly, the 5-year-old
children protested against the protagonists who either acted antisocially or ignored the needy
other while they selectively affirmed the protagonist who showed empathic concern and
comforting. Our results provide first evidence for a norm of empathy in young children and
demonstrate that it develops in the preschool years.

The current results are in line with a recent theoretical model according to which the
development of human altruism proceeds from a behavioral level to a normative level (Dahl
& Paulus, 2019). Whereas previous research provided strong evidence that toddlers show
empathy towards others in need (e.g., Davidov et al., 2013; Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013;
Malti et al., 2009; for review see Eisenberg et al., 2006), it has remained an open question
whether and at which age children conceive of empathy-related comforting as being a
normative response towards needy others. Dahl and Paulus (2019) proposed that this
normative view emerges towards the end of the preschool years. The finding that 5-year-old
children actively enforce empathy-related comforting from unrelated third parties supports
the claim that young children develop an agent-neutral representation of a norm for empathic
concern in the preschool years. Overall, this finding extends previous demonstrations of
empathic concern in young children (Davidov et al., 2013) and their consideration of others’
needs in their reasoning about prosocial dilemmas (Eisenberg, 1986) by revealing children’s
normative stance regarding empathy-related comforting.

Notably, our conclusions are based on corroborating evidence from 5-year-old
children’s selective protest, selective affirmation, as well as their verbal evaluation of the
protagonists’ actions. More precisely: They selectively protested against a protagonist either
laughing at or ignoring another person in emotional need, while they selectively affirmed a
protagonist showing empathic behavior. Protest and affirmative behaviors do not merely
constitute preferences for or aversion to another person, but constitute indicators of
normative stances (e.g., Rakoczy et al., 2016). Moreover, 5-year-old children evaluated
empathic behavior positively and laughing as well as ignoring negatively. Importantly, they
judged ignoring another person in need just as bad as laughing at this person (while we
acknowledge a descriptive trend that responding antisocially resulted in more protest). This
indicates that by 5 years, children regard empathy-related comforting not as a supererogatory

behavior, but as an obligatory response towards others in need. Thus, our pattern of results
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suggest that by the end of the preschool years, preschool children have developed a norm for
empathic responding to others in need.

Interestingly, however, there was no selective allocation of tasty and disgusting
cookies, that is, punishment and rewarding behavior. This could indicate that while children
assume empathy-related comforting as being normative and selectively enforce it, they do
not perceive its obligation as worthy of punishment. This interpretation relates to our
suggestion that prosocial norms come with different levels of obligation. Yet, our
observations of children’s physical interventions seem to speak against this interpretation.
On the other hand, it could also mean that the distribution of disgusting cookies — although
successfully employed in previous research (e.g. Kenward & Osth, 2012) — might not be a
sensitive measure for children’s punishment behavior, or that punishment cannot be reliably
observed at this age (McAuliffe et al., 2015). Indeed, other studies on fairness development
used the withholding of resources (McAuliffe et al., 2015) or withdrawal of resources (Salali
et al., 2015) to assess punishment behavior in young children, and we thus cannot exclude
the possibility that we could have obtained different results when employing other measures.
Future research is necessary to examine in greater detail whether and under which
circumstances young children actively punish third parties.

While we found corroborating evidence for the presence of a norm for empathy in 5-
year-old children, this was not the case for 3-year-olds. They selectively protested against
the protagonist laughing at the needy other. This suggests that by 3 years, children conceive
of Schadenfreude (i.e. gloating) as a morally problematic behavior. That is, they demonstrate
an understanding that laughing at someone else’s misfortunate is an inadequate response.
The fact that young preschoolers protested against this behavior is in line with research
demonstrating that moral norms on the omission of antisocial behavior are judged to be
obligatory from early on (Dahl & Freda, 2017). Moreover, 3-year-olds did not show
evidence for a selective enforcement of empathy-related comforting. If anything, there was
only a statistical trend in the differentiation between laughing and ignoring. Yet, it should
be noted that the 3-year-old children evaluated comforting behavior more favorably than
ignoring behavior — which was rated mid-scale, however. With respect to 3-year-old
children, this might suggest an emerging view that comforting is good, which is however
not yet fully normatively reflected.

It should be noted that our conditions included a protagonist who acted antisocially
(laughing condition) and a protagonist who kept playing (ignoring condition). Thus, in both

conditions the protagonists did not engage in collaborative behavior. In contrast, in the
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comforting condition the protagonist behaved collaboratively by engaging in empathy-based
responding. Indeed, developmental theories have conceptualized empathic responding as
being a prototype of collaborative behavior (Tomasello, 2009; Warneken, 2018). It would
thus be interesting to explore whether any type of collaborative behavior would lead to the
same effect. That is, do children have a more general norm for collaboration or is the norm
specific for empathy-based responding? We have to leave it to future research to examine
this issue. Yet, we also recognize a conceptual difficulty as many types of interactive
behavior can be regarded as comforting behavior. For example, one could think of a situation
in which the protagonist starts an interaction with the injured other and invites him to a
collaborative activity. One might think that this would be a paradigmatic case for a
collaboration without empathy-based responding. Yet, one would need to be aware that
distraction could have the same motivation and is next to emotional support regarded as
helpful in distressing situations (Burleson & Goldsmith, 1996). This is particularly the case
when the problem likely dissolves by itself, which would be the case for temporary pain.
Also 5-year-old children suggest distraction as a strategy to cheer up a sad child (McCoy &
Masters, 1985). It remains thus an open question how far the different types of collaborative
interactions in a situation of distress are clearly separable from comforting behavior.
Overall, the pattern of results suggests that a norm for empathy develops in the course
of the preschool years. It remains a task for future research to investigate the psychological
processes that lead to the emergence of a norm for empathy in preschool children. Here, we
suggest three not mutually exclusive factors. First, if one assumes that norms emerge through
the experiences of differential social feedback by parents and other caregivers (e.g., Dahl &
Campos, 2013; Dahl & Freda, 2017), one could hypothesize that caregivers’ feedback to
unfulfilled empathy-related responding to others give rise to the emergence of a norm for
empathy. Given that the violation of negative duties (e.g., not to harm others) can be seen as
worse than the violation of positive duties (e.g., be helpful to others) (Belliotti, 1981;
Lichtenberg, 2010), this could explain the finding that by 3 years children have a normative
stance against antisocial behavior, whereas only 5-year-old children selectively enforced a
prosocial norm. Second, it is possible that interactions with peers play a role in the
emergence of this normative stance. In particular, with increasing age and stable peer
relationships, children might start demanding support and relief also from their peers. The
experience of asking others for aid and of being asked for support, that is the negotiation of
adequate support in peer relationships (cf. Carpendale et al., 2013; Carpendale & Lewis,

2004), might also contribute to the emergence of a norm for empathy. Third, children’s
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normative development could be driven by both internal and external factors. On the one
hand, children acquire internalized views on how others ought to behave. On the other hand,
they understand what others expect from them and their normative utterances might
therefore also include concerns about their own reputation and, in the current study, their
wish to appear caring (cf. Silver & Shaw, 2018). Both mechanisms could give rise to the
development of a norm for empathy and could differently impact the different measures in
our study. We have to leave it to future research to investigate these possibilities in greater
detail.

Our investigation adds to debates on the relation between empathic concern and
human morality that has been intensely disputed across a variety of scientific disciplines
(e.g., Betzler, 2019; Decety & Cowell, 2014; Prinz, 2011; Slote, 2007). The results
demonstrate that children do not perceive empathic concern for others in need and empathy-
related comforting as constituting only a voluntary skill (e.g., Battaly, 2011), but rather being
a normatively required response towards others in need. That is, our results suggest that
children do regard empathy-related comforting as being normative. Yet, we do not want to
imply that we continuously expect others to comfort people in need. In real life, there are
many factors that play a role and that shape our expectations. These factors include the extent
to which help is needed, the evaluation whether someone is actually able to help, or cost-
benefit considerations. Moreover, we continuously balance different normative claims and
entitlements that can partly be in conflict with each other. In line with this point, the decision
to act on such a norm and to, for example, engage in normative protest will be affected by
many considerations, inter alia the expectation that one’s protest has any effect on the other
person or the fear of retaliation by others. A norm for empathy-based reactions might merely
be one aspect that plays a role in our behavior and this is part of a more complex moral
world.

Notwithstanding the insights gained from this study, it has also some limitations and
leaves us with open questions. First, in line with other studies on online protest and
affirmation behavior (e.g., Rakoczy et al., 2016; Wérle & Paulus, 2018) we used a warm-up
phase in order to familiarize children with the set-up and to demonstrate that they are allowed
to intervene and comment on the protagonist. This part of the protocol biases children in
favor of displaying protest. Although this cannot explain the differences between conditions,
it should be considered when interpreting our findings. Second, following Vaish and
colleagues (2011), we relied on a stepwise procedure that included verbal announcement of

behavioral intentions in order to clarify the puppets’ behavior, to give children enough time
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to react, and in order to demonstrate the intentionality of the puppets’ actions. This might
have facilitated the occurrence of protest and affirmative comments compared to real life
contexts in which violations of norms often happen without previous verbal announcements.
Third, although our results provide some evidence that children view prosocial responding
as good and normative (e.g., in their protest behavior and their evaluations), we did not find
evidence that they punished those who did not engage in it. It would be interesting to
examine, whether and under which circumstances prosocial behavior becomes such an
obligatory response that its omission is punished. Fourth, in line with previous research on
normative understanding (Rakoczy et al., 2016; Vaish et al., 2011; Worle & Paulus, 2018),
the current study relied on puppets as protagonists in order to lower the hurdle to protest for
children and in order to standardize the situations. It would thus be interesting to explore,
how these results relate to interactions with humans. Finally, it would be interesting to
examine whether or not there are any interrelations between children’s own empathic
responsiveness to needy others and their evaluation of a third party’s response towards needy
others. One suggestive hypothesis is that the extent of children’s own emotional
responsiveness towards others in pain relates to their evaluation of a third party’s behavior.

Taken together, the role of empathic concern in human moral functioning has been a
topic of vivid debate for millennia. In contrast to normative views that do not consider
empathic concern to be an aspect of morality, the current study demonstrates that preschool
children regard empathy-related comforting to be a normative response towards others in

need.
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Abstract

Contemporary moral philosophy stresses the idea of reasonable partiality. This concept
proposes that close relationships carry a moral obligation to be partial towards another
person. This study explored in two experiments whether 4- to 6-year-old children (n=185)
enforce partiality from third parties (Experiment 1) and how they prioritize a norm of
equality and a norm of partiality (Experiment 2). Children were presented with protagonists
who could distribute resources between a friend and a disliked peer. One protagonist
complied with a norm of partiality by allocating more resources to his friend, whereas the
other protagonist either behaved in the opposite way (Experiment 1) or distributed resources
equally (Experiment 2). In Experiment 1, children enforced partiality by protesting against
the protagonist who gave more to the disliked peer and by selectively affirming the
protagonist who gave more to a friend. Yet, in Experiment 2 children showed stronger
enforcement of a norm of equal sharing than partiality towards a friend. The study
demonstrates how young children deal with moral demands in the context of friendship. At
the same time, it suggests that fairness norms are given priority. Overall, our study
demonstrates how young children handle normative demands and interpersonal

responsibilities.

3.1 Introduction

A central principle of modern ethics is impartiality. With the increased focus on the
individual in renaissance and enlightenment came the notion that every person should be
treated in the same manner. This influential principle is exemplified in statements such as
‘all are equal before the law’ (Universal Declaration of Human Rights). Thus, the principle
of impartiality describes the demand that no one should be given advantage in morally
relevant contexts. This principle plays a central role in many major theoretical schools of
classical moral philosophy (e.g., Kant, 1785/1959; Rawls, 1971).

Notwithstanding the undisputed role of impartiality for the maintenance of modern
societies, recent developments in ethical theorizing have stressed the notion that particular
human relationships carry special moral obligations with them that can be described as
reasonable partiality (e.g., Feltham & Cottingham, 2010; Keller, 2013; Scheffler, 2010). It
is assumed that there are good reasons, even a normative obligation for being partial towards
close others (Betzler, 2014). In particular, against the notion that we should treat every
person in the same manner, it has been argued that friendships cannot be realized without a

particular level of partiality (Jollimore, 2000). The reciprocal nature of friendship and the
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special role of friends for human development might give good reasons to be partial. These
philosophical reflections can be related to everyday experiences. For example, if being asked
by a complete stranger to help them moving to a new flat, most likely we would be surprised
by this request and would be hesitating to do so. In contrast, when being asked by a close
friend, we would feel a commitment to help or, at least, give a good reason why we would
not be able to do so. Taken together, there are good reasons to entertain the hypothesis that
a full appreciation of friendship requires the recognition of the norm that one is, to a certain
extent, obligated to favor a friend.

Although there seem to be good ethical reasons to be partial towards a friend, it is
unclear to which extent this viewpoint is actually shared in everyday normative reasoning
and how it develops. In other words: Do people think that one ought to prefer a friend or do
they enforce a strict norm of impartiality? The current study was designed to assess whether
reasonable partiality is an aspect of laypersons’ normative reasoning and, in particular,
whether such an appreciation is already present in early childhood when normative stances
emerge (e.g., Carpendale et al., 2013; Damon, 1977; Killen & Smetana, 2015; Turiel, 2010).
We define normative stances as views on what someone ought to do or should not do (e.g.,
Paulus, 2020). This encompasses a broad conception of normativity. We appreciate that a
differentiation in moral and conventional norms is meaningful (e.g., Turiel, 2010) and
represents an important dimension between the context-dependency and unconditional
validity of normative views. This study explores how children’s reasoning about partiality
towards friends is situated within this dimension.

Empirical research shows that social relationships affect young children’s own
generosity when sharing with others (e.g., Birch & Billman, 1986; Fehr et al., 2008; Moore,
2009) and that preschool children also expect others to share more with close than with
distant others (e.g., McGillicuddy-De Lisi et al., 1994; Mills & Grant, 2009; Olson & Spelke,
2008). In particular, by 3-4 years children are more generous towards friends and also expect
others to be more generous towards friends than towards disliked others (nonfriends), even
though both persons are members of the child’s in-group (Paulus & Moore, 2014). They
even tend to give more to a rich friend than to a poor nonfriend (Paulus, 2016), indicating
that social relations are given priority over equality in their sharing. Moreover, preschool
children infer others’ friendship status based on partial resource allocations (Liberman &
Shaw, 2017) and, by school age, based on sharing secrets (Liberman & Shaw, 2018).

Research with older children and adults has examined whether and to which extent

personal relationships carry obligations with them. It has been shown that by adolescence
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friendship becomes an important value (for review see Keller et al., 2005). For example,
when faced with a sociomoral dilemma in which a protagonist could either keep a promise
to a friend or engage in an interesting activity with another person, adolescents recognize the
obligation to keep one’s promise towards a friend and predict negative feelings when
violating the obligation (Keller et al., 1998). Yet, other studies found less conclusive
evidence for the presence of normative obligations in social relationships. Miller and Bersoff
(1992) assessed Northern American and Indian children’s and adults’ responses to moral
vignettes that depicted conflicts between interpersonal and fairness issues. They found that
the majority of American participants favored the justice obligations, whereas Indian
participants gave priority to interpersonal relationships. The few American participants who
also gave priority to interpersonal relationships justified their decision by reference to
personal motivation and not by reference to normative obligations. Moreover, it has been
shown that children and adults from India, but not from Northern America regard a failure
to help a friend as a violation of a moral norm (Miller et al., 1990). Taken together, these
findings provide some evidence that children expect others to share more with friends than
nonfriends and that adolescents recognize the obligations that come with their commitments
to friends. While these results point to the role that friendships play in childhood and
adolescence, the evidence for a norm of partiality is not conclusive. It remains an open
question whether humans and, in particular, already young children, adhere to the principle
of reasonable partiality, that is, the norm that one ought to prefer a friend over a nonfriend.
In other words, whereas previous research showed that young children prefer to give more
to friend than a nonfriend and predict that others will do so as well, it is not clear whether
they have a normative stance that one should prefer a friend.

Notably, recent work has shown that preschool children show an awareness of social
norms and actively enforce social norms in others (Schmidt & Tomasello, 2012). They
spontaneously protest against unfair resource distributions and show affirmative behavior
when norms are obeyed (Rakoczy et al., 2016; Worle & Paulus, 2018). Moreover, young
children evaluate wrongdoers negatively (Killen et al., 2011) and even punish third-parties
in order to enforce norm-compliant behavior (Kenward & Osth, 2015; McAuliffe et al.,
2015). The inclination to spontaneously enforce moral norms even by third parties
demonstrates the presence of strong normative commitments in preschool children (cf.
Tomasello, 2009; Turiel, 2010). Previous research has focused on aspects of impartiality
(e.g., Rakoczy et al., 2016; Worle & Paulus, 2018) and its interaction with intergroup
contexts (Cooley & Killen, 2015; McAuliffe & Dunham, 2016). This line of research has
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shown that equality is the dominant fairness principle for young children (e.g., Elenbaas,
2019).

Yet, so far no research has explored to which extent children consider a norm of
partiality. Indeed, notwithstanding preschool children’s strong focus on equality, they do
favor their rich friends (over poor others) when it comes to actual sharing behavior (Paulus,
2016). Given the strong theoretical claims on the role of partiality in human social life
(Betzler, 2014; Jollimore, 2000; Keller, 2013) and the findings that preschoolers rather favor
their friends in sharing contexts than sharing equally, this study investigated whether or not
a norm to be partial towards friends emerges in early childhood.

That is, the current study was designed to examine whether children hold the
normative view that one should be partial towards friends in two experiments. We relied on
well-established measures of normative stances in preschool children, that is, an assessment
of spontaneous protest and affirmation (Rakoczy et al., 2016; Worle & Paulus, 2018),
explicit judgment and reasoning (Killen et al., 2011), as well as reward and punishment
(McAuliffe et al., 2015). In Experiment 1 we presented young children with two scenarios
in which a protagonist could distribute resources between a friend and a nonfriend. In one
scenario, the protagonist showed partiality towards the friend, whereas in the other scenario
the protagonist preferred the nonfriend. Given previous findings that children expect others
to share more with friends than nonfriends by the end of the fourth year of life (Paulus &
Moore, 2014), we decided to examine children at 4 years and older. We assessed whether
children would show spontaneous protest and affirmation during the protagonists’ resource
distribution. In addition, we examined children’s explicit evaluation of the protagonists’
behavior and their reasoning about whether the observed behavior was good or bad. Finally,
children were presented with the possibility to reward and punish the protagonists. Given
longstanding claims that young children strongly endorse equality (e.g., Damon, 1977;
Elenbaas, 2019), Experiment 2 examined whether children give priority to a norm of equal
sharing or to a norm of partiality, that is, to give more to a friend. To this end, we directly
compared children’s reactions to a protagonist who shared resources equally with reactions
to a protagonist who favored a friend.

With respect to Experiment 1, we tested the following hypotheses. If children
appreciate the idea that one ought to show reasonable partiality towards a friend, we would
expect them in Experiment 1 to not only evaluate the agent who preferred a disliked other
over a friend more negatively, but to also show selective protest against the norm violator

and selective affirmation towards the protagonist who follows the norm. Yet, if children

69



Study 2: THE NORMATIVE STATUS OF FRIENDSHIP

strictly follow a norm of impartiality, they should demonstrate high levels of protest and low
levels of affirmation against both protagonists as neither of them distributed resources

equally.

3.2 Experiment 1

3.2.1 Method

Participants

The final sample included 103 children with a mean age of 63.88 months (SD = 7.69, range
= 48 — 82 months; 53 female). Five additional children were tested but excluded from the
final sample due to experimental mistake (n = 3), insufficient language understanding (n =
1), or the loss of attention during the task (n = 1). Another 16 additionally tested children
had to be excluded because they failed to respond correctly to relevant check questions (see
Experimental Design and Procedure). All participants were typically developing children
from daycare centers located around Munich (Germany). Children’s caregivers gave written

informed consent for participation.

Materials

Two 65 cm tall hand puppets (Living Puppets) which were played by the experimenter acted
as protagonists in two resource allocation scenarios (henceforth: two conditions). The
puppets were counterbalanced between conditions. Recipients were represented by pictures
of four other puppets (two recipients per condition, counterbalanced between conditions).
All puppets differed in their clothing and hair color.

A ball, two puzzles, paper and pencils, and a wind-up toy were used for the warm-up
trials. Erasers and stickers served as items to distribute (one type of item per condition,
counterbalanced between conditions). The recipients’ different friendship statuses were
introduced by pictures of a thumbs-up (friend, F) or thumbs-down (nonfriend, NF) symbol.
Both recipients received envelopes to store their items.

Tasty (colorful) cookies and disgusting (plain green) cookies were used for the
punishment/reward phase (cf. Worle & Paulus, 2018). For the evaluation phase, a 4-point
smiley scale was used (cf. Killen et al., 2011).

Experimental Design and Procedure
All participants were tested individually in a quiet room. Experimental sessions were

videotaped. Each session started with three warm-up trials. After that, two conditions were
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enacted. In one condition, the protagonist consistently favored the friend (F-more Puppet)
whereas in the other condition, the protagonist consistently favored the nonfriend (NF-more
Puppet). All participants were exposed to both conditions, the order of presentation was
counterbalanced between participants. After they have seen both conditions, participants
could punish or reward the protagonists and were asked to evaluate their behavior. A
description of each phase in more detail is given below.
Warm-Up Trials. The experimenter introduced the protagonist puppets by their names and
each of them played ball with the participant. Two out of three warm-up trials were
administered with each puppet including an instrumental mistake of the puppet to accustom
the participants to protest: 1. The puppet placed a puzzle piece incorrectly. 2. The puppet
used a broken pencil for drawing a picture. 3. The puppet moved a wind-up toy by hand. If
participants did not intervene spontaneously, the experimenter asked the child whether the
puppet was making a mistake and encouraged him/her to correct the puppet.
Resource allocation scenarios. Two conditions were enacted. In each scenario, two
recipients were introduced by showing a picture of them. Both were told to go to the same
preschool as the protagonist. One was introduced as the best friend (F), who spends much
time and often plays together with the protagonist. The other recipient was introduced as
someone the protagonist does not like (NF), who is no friend and does not play together with
the protagonist. A thumbs-up (F) and thumbs-down (NF) symbol were used to introduce the
friendship status. The experimenter explained that both recipients like stickers or erasers
(that is, the respective resource of the upcoming allocation scenario). Incorrect answers to
check questions about who the protagonist does (not) like served as an exclusion criterion
for the final sample.

Each resource allocation scenario was composed of two trials that were presented in
a fixed order. In the first trial, the protagonist distributed five items between the recipients
(one receiving one item, the other receiving four items). In the second trial, the protagonist
puppet distributed another three items between the recipients (one receiving zero items, the
other receiving three items). Across trials, the same recipient (F/NF) was favored by the
protagonist: the friend in the F-more condition, the nonfriend in the NF-more condition. The
allocation procedure followed a standardized scheme of three steps with pauses of 5 seconds
in between, to offer some time to the participants to intervene. First, the protagonist puppet
expressed her intended distribution verbally. Second, she repeated the distribution and

indicated it by moving the respective amount of items in the direction of the recipients. Third,
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the protagonist allocated the items one by one to the recipients, vocalizing her action. After
the first condition was finished, the second condition was presented.

After both allocation scenarios were completed, final check questions tested whether
participants were still aware of the social relationships (friend and nonfriend of the
protagonists) and the allocation decisions of the protagonists. Incorrect answers about the
resource allocations served as an exclusion criterion for all ana