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Abstract | Responding to wrongdoing is a core feature of our social lives. Indeed, a central
assumption of modern institutional justice systems is that transgressors should be punished.

In this Review, we synthesize the developmental literature on third-party intervention to provide
insight into the types of responses to transgressions that are privileged early in ontogeny.

In particular, we focus on young children as both assessors and agents of third-party punishment.
With respect to assessment, children have rich expectations about the pursuit of punishment
and evaluate those who punish transgressors positively. With respect to agency, children punish
wrongdoing even when doing so is costly, and their motives to do so are tethered to a variety of
concerns (such as retribution and restoration). Our Review suggests that key concepts in modern

and behaviour.

Consider a child who yells at a bully for shoving a class-
mate and a judge who sentences a murderer to prison.
At first glance, these situations might seem quite differ-
ent. For example, the former involves punishment by a
child, whereas the latter involves punishment by an insti-
tutional authority with years of formal legal training. Yet
despite these differences, both situations illustrate that
people respond to wrongdoing by holding transgressors
accountable.

Third parties can respond to transgressions in a
variety of ways (FIC. 1). One particularly well studied
form of intervention is third-party punishment, typi-
cally defined as the imposition of harm on a transgres-
sor by a bystander'~. This sort of punishment differs
from second-party punishment wherein victims (rather
than bystanders) impose harm on transgressors (BOX 1).
In some cases, third-party punishment might involve
the direct imposition of harm, such as when a police
officer fines someone who drives over the speed limit or
a parent sends their child to time-out. In experimental
research studies, adults across diverse societies are will-
ing to punish third-parties’*, and this behaviour is key
to maintaining cooperation within societies’'". In other
cases, harm is imposed on transgressors indirectly by, for
example, gossiping about a transgressor to a neighbour.
Observational research has found that adults in Western
societies often punish transgressions in indirect ways'>".

However, third-party intervention need not always
involve direct or indirect punishment. Individuals can
intervene by attempting to rectify wrongs in ways that
do not necessarily involve punishment. For example,

institutional justice systems are apparent in early child development, and that third-party
punishment is a signature of children’s sophisticated toolkit for regulating social relationships

observers might recruit a third party (such as a teacher)
to respond to a transgression, which often — but not
always — results in punishment. Alternatively, when
ordinary citizens are not in a position to punish, they
might seek to hold transgressors accountable by openly
acknowledging a misdeed through verbal protest,
which can rise to the level of direct punishment when
severe enough to cause emotional harm. Beyond these
types of interventions, individuals witnessing misdeeds
can engage in other forms of intervention that are less
directly tied to punishment, including restorative justice
(for example, compensating victims'*), dissolving a rela-
tionship between oneself and the transgressor (‘partner
choice’”), or encouraging forgiveness'®.

Intervention by third parties, most typically in the
form of punishment, represents a cornerstone of institu-
tional justice systems. Yet, children generally encounter
third-party intervention long before interacting with
any formal justice systems. Indeed, children are exposed
to third-party punishment (through ‘time-outs’ or the
removal of toys) in their earliest years as witnesses to
punishment or as targets of punishment themselves'’.
However, developmental research suggests that children
are far more than passive witnesses to — or recipients
of — third-party punishment. Rather, children can rea-
son about contexts that call for intervention and punish
others’ wrongdoings themselves.

Understanding how and when children begin to
think about and pursue third-party punishment in
addition to other related forms of third-party interven-
tion can shed light on the developmental, cognitive and
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Fig. 1| Types of third-party intervention. Punishment-related interventions include direct punishment, indirect
punishment, recruiting another person and protesting. Other forms of intervention include compensation, partner choice

and encouraging forgiveness.

motivational processes underlying modern institutions
of justice. For instance, there are long-standing legal and
philosophical debates regarding the moral value of pun-
ishment compared to other forms of intervention's-'.
Although psychological data cannot adjudicate debates
about the moral value of punishment, they can speak to
whether people are likely to value and pursue certain
forms of intervention, such as punishment, in response
to transgressions. In particular, developmental psychol-
ogy can provide insight into the types of intervention
that are privileged early in ontogeny. For example, if
children overwhelmingly favour punitive over restor-
ative responses, that result could inform how certain
interventions are maintained, promoted or discouraged
in society.

In this Review, we synthesize research on children’s
reasoning about third-party intervention and their will-
ingness to respond to transgressions, with a particular
focus on punishment. We establish that infants and tod-
dlers (0-2 years old) and children in both early child-
hood (approximately 3-5 years old) and middle-to-late

childhood (approximately 6 years old to adolescence)
are both assessors and agents of punishment. With
respect to assessment, as early as infancy, children have
rich expectations about when punishment will occur
and evaluate those who punish transgressors positively.
With respect to agency, children pursue the punishment
of transgressors in a variety of contexts. Specifically, we
discuss work showing that children in early childhood
chastise wrongdoers for their misdeeds through verbal
protest, recruit others to respond to transgressions, and
directly punish perpetrators themselves. Next, we dis-
cuss the motivations behind children’s early punishment
behaviour. Together, this body of research suggests that
third-party punishment is a key component of a child’s
toolkit for regulating social relationships and behaviour.

Children as assessors of punishment

Developmental psychologists have explored two broad
questions regarding how infants, toddlers and chil-
dren reason about situations involving transgressions.
The first involves examining children’s expectations

www.nature.com/nrpsychol



about bystanders who witness transgressions (FIG. 2a).
Specifically, researchers have investigated who children
expect to receive punishment and who children expect
to pursue punishment. The second involves determin-
ing whether children evaluate punishing bystanders
positively relative to non-punishing bystanders (FIG. 2b).
Measuring both expectations and evaluations of punish-
ment can provide insight into the degree to which peo-
ple, even at a young age, have specific intuitions about
the pursuit of punishment.

Expectations of third-party punishment. Researchers who
study infants’ and toddlers’ expectations generally rely
on non-verbal behavioural measures, such as violation-
of-expectation paradigms, because children at such
young ages are unable to respond to questions verbally
or are inexperienced in doing so. In a typical version of
the violation-of-expectation paradigm, participants are
shown positive, negative or neutral social interactions
among puppets, humans or animated characters. For
example, participants might see a person steal a resource
from another person. Next, participants watch additional
scenes featuring characters interacting in positive or neg-
ative ways. For example, participants might see a person
refusing to help another person. Participants’ expecta-
tions are inferred based on how long they look at differ-
ent scenes, under the assumption that they will look for
longer at events that violate expectations™*. For example,
an infant looking for longer at an agent who did not pun-
ish a transgressor compared to an agent who did punish
a transgressor would be taken as evidence that the infant
expected the transgressor to be punished.

Studies using these violation-of-expectation para-
digms have addressed two related questions concerning
infants’ and toddlers’ reasoning about third-party pun-
ishment: whether children have expectations about who
will receive punishment when it occurs, and who infants
and toddlers expect to pursue punishment in response
to wrongdoing.

In terms of who infants and toddlers expect to receive
punishment, infants as young as six months old generally

Box 1| Second-party punishment in children

In addition to third-party punishment, developmental psychologists have also explored
how children respond when they are the victims of transgressions, so-called ‘second-party
punishment™’. Because this work involves examining children’s responses when they are
victimized, studies largely investigate punishment of fairness violations rather than other
violations, such as physical harm. Results show that although children willingly engage in
second-party punishment, the emergence of second-party punishment differs from
third-party punishment in several ways.

First, second-party punishment of selfishness might emerge before third-party
punishment. In one study, children as young as four and a half years old willingly punished
a selfish actor when directly victimized but were less likely to punish when someone else
was the victim'?’. Second, adolescents are more likely to consider intent (whether
someone divides resources unequally on purpose) when making decisions about
second-party punishment compared to third-party punishment, where adolescents
are less inclined to consider intent'”’. Third, desire for second-party punishment
has been observed in both non-human primates'?” and young children'?, whereas
third-party punishment has been observed only in humans'** (BOX 2). Fourth, the
emotional motivations underlying second-party punishment differ from the emotional
antecedents of third-party punishment. Specifically, anger seems to play a part in
promoting second-party punishment but not third-party punishment in 8-year-olds'**~'?’.

anticipate that bystanders will direct punishment toward
transgressors rather than victims. For example, infants
look for longer at scenes where a bystander harms a vic-
tim (an animated shape who has been pushed around)
than at scenes where a bystander harms a transgressor
(an animated shape who has pushed another shape
around)”. This finding suggests that infants expect
bystanders to direct punishment toward a transgres-
sor rather than a victim. In a related line of work,
10-month-olds looked for longer at an event where a
bystander gave a treat to an unfair agent than at an event
where a bystander gave a treat to a fair agent™. This result
suggests that infants expect others to withhold resources
from unfair agents. Consistent with this work, a study
with 13-month-olds and 15-month-olds that used longer
looking times as a measure of association rather than
violation of expectation found that participants dif-
ferentially associated praise (“she’s a good girl!”) and
admonishment (“she’s a bad girl!”) with fair and unfair
individuals, respectively*. Together, this work suggests
that children think transgressors are likely to receive
punishment and unlikely to receive rewards.

Children not only expect transgressors to receive
punishment but also expect bystanders who do not
defend victims to receive punishment. In one set of
studies?”?, toddlers of around 21 months of age were
shown two events. In one event, a transgressor harmed a
victim and the bystander defended the victim by pushing
the transgressor back. In the other event, a transgres-
sor harmed a victim but the bystander did not defend
the victim and instead just watched the transgression
occur. A separate puppet watched these defending
or non-defending events unfold in both cases. Next,
participants viewed a scene where the separate onlook-
ing puppet hit either the defending or non-defending
puppet with a stick. Toddlers looked for longer when
presented with the scene where the defending puppet
received punishment compared to the scene where the
non-defending puppet received punishment, suggesting
that toddlers expect those who do not defend others to
receive punishment themselves. These findings imply
that by 21 months of age children expect so-called
‘higher-order punishment’ of non-defenders”-*.

These studies demonstrate that infants and tod-
dlers have specific expectations about the targets of
punishment. Infants as young as sixmonths old expect
bystanders to direct punishment toward certain agents,
such as transgressors® or those who fail to defend vic-
tims against transgressors’”**. However, these findings
speak to whom children expect to be the targets of
punishment when punishment is pursued; they do not
speak to whether children expect bystanders to pursue
punishment in the first place.

Research suggests that children expect bystanders
only to pursue punishment in specific social situations,
such as when the bystander and victim share group
membership (see BOX 2). In one study”, researchers
presented 12-month-olds and 2.5-year-olds with three
characters: a bystander, transgressor and victim. The
transgressor and victim were always in different groups.
In one condition, the bystander was in the same group
as the victim; in another condition, the bystander was in
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Fig. 2 | Children as assessors of punishment. a | Infants and toddlers look for longer at agents who do not intervene

in response to a transgression, and children verbally report that transgressors will receive punishment. These findings
suggest that infants, toddlers and children expect bystanders to pursue the punishment of transgressors. b | Infants and
toddlers are more likely to reach for an intervening agent compared to a non-intervening agent, and children verbally
report that they favour agents who intervene. These findings suggest that infants, toddlers and children evaluate those

who intervene in response to a transgression positively.

the same group as the transgressor. Group membership
was denoted by either labelling the groups with group
names (“Topids’ versus ‘Jaybos’) or by group-specific
clothing (matching headbands). Participants subse-
quently saw scenes where the victim wanted to play with
a toy and the transgressor stole that toy. Next, the trans-
gressor was shown to need a puzzle piece that they could
not reach but that the bystander could reach. In the help
event, the bystander moved the puzzle piece closer to
the transgressor. In the hinder event, the bystander
threw the puzzle piece away. When the bystander shared
group membership with the victim, both 12-month-olds
and 2.5-year-olds looked longer at the help event com-
pared to the hinder event, suggesting that children are
surprised if a bystander helps a transgressor who had
previously harmed an ingroup member. When the
bystander shared group membership with the trans-
gressor, participants looked longer at the hinder event
compared to the help event, suggesting that children are
surprised if the bystander hinders a transgressor who is
in the same group as the bystander. These findings sug-
gest that infants and toddlers hold specific expectations
surrounding the group contexts in which bystanders will
respond to transgressions.

Other work has examined whether infants’ expecta-
tions of punishment are sensitive to social status. Indeed,
children expect leaders to respond to wrongdoing but
hold non-leaders to a lesser standard™. To establish
this finding, participants saw puppet shows featuring
three agents. In one condition, the protagonist puppet
was established as the leader’ (by exerting control over
other puppets’ behaviour or through their physical size).
In another condition, the protagonist puppet was estab-
lished as a non-leader. Next, all participants watched
the protagonist present two blocks to a pair of puppets,
one of whom stole both blocks, leaving the other with
none (rather than sharing them equally). Children then
watched one of two follow-up events. In one event, the

protagonist took away one of the thief’s blocks (interven-
tion event). In the other event, the protagonist just looked
at the blocks and did not do anything (non-intervention
event). Seventeen-month-olds looked longer at the
non-intervention event than the intervention event but
only when the protagonist was portrayed as a leader.
Furthermore, this pattern of results did not emerge
when the victim explicitly acknowledged that they did
not want the blocks in the first place, thereby making the
stealing of blocks unproblematic. This work suggests that
early in development, children expect leaders to punish
transgressors by removing their resources.

Taken together, studies using looking time have
revealed children’s early expectations about third-party
punishment. Infants as young as sixmonths old expect
bystanders to direct punishment (when it is pursued)
towards specific individuals, such as transgressors®.
Furthermore, children around one year of age expect cer-
tain individuals (such as those in a position of authority)
to pursue punishment by not helping transgressors or
by removing resources from transgressors®>**. Most of
these studies have focused on infants and toddlers, but
children in early-to-middle childhood also hold these
same expectations. For instance, like infants and tod-
dlers tested in violation of expectation paradigms, when
explicitly asked whether bystanders will pursue punish-
ment, 4- to 7-year-old children indicate that they expect
third parties (especially authority figures) to punish
transgressors™.

Whereas soliciting younger children’s expectations
is constrained by their weaker language abilities, older
children can not only answer questions about whether
they expect transgressors to receive punishment but also
whether and why transgressors should be punished. For
example, foundational developmental research found
that children mentioned punishment when asked to
explain how individuals should respond to transgres-
sions. This finding suggests that children believe that
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third parties should punish transgressors®. Other foun-
dational research found that, although children disa-
greed about what actions constitute transgressions, they
generally agreed that transgressors should be punished””.
More recent research finds that children as young as two
years old judge that transgressors should “get in trouble”
or receive punishment for their behaviour®*-*.

Furthermore, children of around four years old
report that bystanders, particularly authority figures,
are obligated to get transgressors in trouble for their
misdeeds®. In addition, when given the opportunity
to guide the behaviour of various dolls (a transgressor,
victim and bystander), preschoolers verbally indicated
that the bystander doll should punish the transgressor
doll*. In summary, work in which children are explic-
itly asked about third-party intervention suggests that
children expect bystanders to respond to wrongdoing
in punitive ways and believe that transgressors deserve
punishment®-*.

Evaluations of third-party punishment. To assess infants’
evaluations of third-party punishment, researchers
sometimes use an infant-friendly task where, instead of
measuring looking time towards a punishing or non-
punishing agent (as in the violation of expectation par-
adigm), they measure which agent a child reaches for.
The assumption is that children reach for the agent they
prefer, providing a measure of evaluation.

The research investigating evaluations of those who
respond to transgressions is considerably more limited
than the work on expectations. However, one study
suggests that infants and children favour agents who
respond to transgressions compared to those who do not.
Specifically, 6-month-olds reach toward agents who
stop a transgressor from continually harming a victim
compared to agents who do not intervene™.

Beyond infancy, children of around five years of age
favour those who verbally protest wrongdoing or tattle

Box 2 | Intergroup bias in third-party punishment

Third-party punishment does not occur in a vacuum. Indeed, most punishment occurs
within specific social contexts, such as between individuals who do or do not share
similar social identities (such as gender, race, or political affiliation). Although formal
notions of justice emphasize that punishment should be meted out impartially',
psychological research with adults suggests that this is not what happens in reality'?**“.
Because bias in punishment disproportionately harms members of certain groups and
their families'®, it is important to understand how children exhibit bias when punishing
transgressors, and the psychological mechanisms that contribute to such bias.

To our knowledge, only a small set of studies have investigated intergroup bias in
third-party punishment. One set of studies shows that 12-month-olds and 2.5-year-olds
expect punishment to occur when an ingroup member is harmed but do not expect
punishment to occur when an outgroup member is harmed®. Another set of studies
show that children of around the age of four judge outgroup transgressors as more
deserving of punishment than ingroup transgressors'*°. However, other research reveals
that children of between 4 and 6 years old think that ingroup and outgroup transgressors
deserve equal punishment regardless of the social identity of the victim'*".

Studies that have examined how intergroup bias interacts with punitive behaviour
largely suggest that the identity of a transgressor shapes early third-party punishment'*.
However, the directionality of the effects is inconsistent. Some work finds that children
are more likely to punish ingroup members compared to outgroup members'*’, whereas
other work finds that children are more likely to punish outgroup members compared to
ingroup members'*’. Additional research on this topic will help to clarify the strength and
directionality of group bias effects in the context of third-party punishment.

on transgressors over those who do not respond to trans-
gressions when explicitly asked to judge bystanders*~"’.
Children evaluate direct punishment positively as well.
For example, children regard those who punish others
by sending a transgressor to ‘time-out’ as doing the right
and fair thing***’. Further, 8-year-olds indicate that they
would prefer to live in a world with punishment than
one without it, providing additional evidence that chil-
dren value punishment™. Research on evaluations has
also examined other types of third-party intervention in
addition to punishment. Although this work has found
that children consistently evaluate punishment posi-
tively, it also suggests that children — like adults® —
evaluate some other forms of intervention, such as
compensation, even more positively”**. In sum, the
few findings regarding children’s evaluations of pun-
ishment (and other forms of third-party intervention)
indicate that children generally evaluate those who
engage in third-party punishment positively from early
in development.

In summary, research from developmental science
has found that starting as early as infancy, children
expect bystanders to direct punishment towards spe-
cific individuals, such as transgressors®, and expect
specific bystanders (such as those in a position of author-
ity) to pursue punishment*>**. Although the research is
more limited, children also evaluate punishment posi-
tively, starting in early childhood*—""*>**, Together, these
findings demonstrate that, from early in life, children
possess a set of specific beliefs about how others are
likely to respond to transgressions.

Children as agents of punishment

Research on children’s early-emerging expectations and
evaluations of third-party intervention suggests that
children actively reason about bystander intervention.
However, this work does not speak to whether and when
children begin to respond to wrongdoing themselves,
and why children might pursue punishment.

Although children expect and positively evaluate
third-party punishment, assessing third-party punish-
ment does not require personal sacrifice. By contrast,
intervening in response to transgressions typically does.
For instance, bystanders who intervene often spend time
and effort to do so and risk potential retaliation. These
are sacrifices that children might be unwilling to incur,
especially when they have not been personally victim-
ized. Indeed, this unwillingness to accept personal cost is
why many societies bestow the responsibility of punish-
ment on authority figures®*~°. Because of these potential
costs, willingness to punish would strongly indicate a
child’s interest in actively responding to transgressions.

The evolution of intervention behaviour further sug-
gests that children might not be willing to act as agents
of punishment. Although adults across diverse socie-
ties willingly respond to wrongdoing, most notably via
third-party punishment"*, this behaviour is not observed
in non-human species (BOX 3). Given that third-party
intervention behaviour is present across human soci-
eties yet absent in nonhuman animals, developmental
research is especially relevant to understanding the
origins of third-party punishment.
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How children respond to transgressions. Developmental
research has focused on children’s willingness to pursue
other forms of third-party intervention, such as protest-
ing (verbally expressing disapproval of a behaviour) or
recruiting a third-party to respond (tattling), in addition
to investigating their punishment behaviour (FIC. 3).
When it comes to protesting, toddlers as young as
three years old and children as old as eleven years old
verbally protest when an agent destroys someone else’s
artwork®~", violates someone else’s property rights®', or
steals someone’s resources™. For example, they chastise
transgressors for their misdeeds by saying things like,
“No you're not supposed to do that!” (normative protest)
or “No! Don't tear it!” (imperative protest™). Children as
young as five years old also protest in response to those
who do not adhere to prosocial norms, such as shar-
ing resources®. Furthermore, 5- to 8-year-old children
across small-scale and large-scale societies protest in
response to those who break conventional rules, such
as not playing a game properly®’. These remarks might
harm transgressors by causing embarrassment or shame
(thereby characterizing such actions as more directly
punitive). However, it is unclear whether children protest
in an attempt to inflict such harm or rather to acknowl-
edge wrongdoing without intending to cause embar-
rassment or shame. Nonetheless, children’s willingness
to engage in protest behaviour marks an important

way that children respond to transgressions.

Box 3 | Third-party punishment in non-human animals

Aggression is common in non-human animals, and meets the definition of punishment
when it comes at a cost to the aggressor and is in response to behaviour by a target*'.
However, unlike in human societies, where punishment occurs in both second-and
third-party contexts, punishment in non-human animals seems to be restricted to
second parties (BOX 1). That is, the limited research on third-party punishment in
non-humans has not found evidence for it'*, suggesting that punishment by uninvolved
bystanders might be unique to our species.

One example that approximates nonhuman third-party punishment is the punitive
behaviour of the reef-dwelling blue-streaked cleaner wrasse (Labroides dimidiatus)'*.
Cleaner fish often work in male—female dyads to clean ectoparasites off ‘client’ fish
who visit them at their so-called ‘cleaning stations’. This behaviour is mutually beneficial
to cleaners and clients because the cleaners get a meal while the client is cleaned.
However, cleaners prefer to feed on the layer of protective mucus covering clients.
Thus, eating ectoparasites represents a ‘cooperative’ choice by cleaners, whereas eating
protective mucus represents a ‘cheating’ choice. This choice between cooperation
and cheating resembles the Prisoner’s dilemma'*’: cleaner fish must feed against their
preference to cooperate yet are incentivized to cheat. In cases in which one partner
(typically the female) cheats, the other (typically the male) can punish by chasing and
biting the cheat, a response that promotes future cooperation. Although this behaviour
does not meet the strict definition of third-party punishment (because a cooperative
partner is affected by the cheat as they both lose access to the client), it is an excellent
example of punishment in nonhuman animals in the domain of cooperation.

Another study more directly tested third-party punishment of theft in chimpanzees
(Pan troglodytes)'*“. Chimpanzees demonstrate second-party punishment. Specifically,
they are more likely to punish in a condition where a conspecific steals their food (theft
condition) than in a condition where the experimenter removes their food and gives it
to a conspecific (outcome disparity condition), even though in both cases the victim
loses food'”’. These findings suggest that chimpanzees do punish, although so far this
response has been observed only in the context of theft, not unfairness******. Building
on the finding that chimpanzees punish theft when they are the victims, researchers
tested whether a third-party observer chimpanzee would punish a thief who had stolen
food from a victim'*. Third-party chimpanzees were no more likely to intervene in the
theft condition than in the control conditions, suggesting that chimpanzees do not
punish as third parties.

In terms of recruiting another individual to respond
to transgressions, observational and experimental data
reveal that by five years of age children willingly tattle on
their peers®, although they are more likely to do so when
they are the victim of the transgression as opposed to a
witness®. One possible explanation for tattling is that
children worry they will be blamed for the transgression
and speak up out of self-interest. For example, children
might tattle on a transgressor to ensure others know that
they are not responsible for the misdeed. However, chil-
dren will tattle on their peers even when they cannot
possibly be blamed, suggesting there may be a less selfish
motive for tattling. For example, perhaps children want
an adult to punish the transgressor or help the victim®.
However, which intervention children hope the adult
will pursue in response to tattling is unclear from the
existing research. Nevertheless, this work suggests that
children recognize others’ misbehaviour and are willing
to intervene even when not directly affected.

Although protesting and tattling might result in
punishment of transgressions down the line, these
behaviours might not immediately impose costs on
the transgressor. To establish when and in what con-
texts children act as punishers themselves, researchers
construct scenarios that give participants the option
to remove positive resources (such as candy or time
with a fun activity®®) or to allocate negative resources
(such as bad-tasting candies™) to a transgressor (FIC. 3).
Sometimes, but not always, the decision to punish is
associated with a cost to the participant themselves®,
such as the participant sacrificing their own candies in
exchange for a transgressor being punished.

Results show that children will punish a wide range of
transgressions. For example, when prompted to remove a
resource from either a hindering puppet or a helpful pup-
pet, 19-month-olds prefer to remove a resource from the
hindering puppet”. Similarly, 3-year-olds will remove
stolen goods from a thief’?, and 4-year-olds will take val-
ued stickers from someone who did not contribute to a
public good (a free-rider), even if doing so requires giv-
ing up their own stickers™. Children around four years of
age will punish those who ruin other people’s artwork by
removing positive resources (the opportunity to partic-
ipate in a fun activity®) or allocating negative resources
(bad-tasting treats) to the transgressor”. Further, chil-
dren around five years of age will punish those who
engage in disloyal behaviour (refusing to help a fellow
teammate)”*. In sum, children are willing to engage in
third-party punishment in response to various transgres-
sions, including hindering behaviour, theft, free-riding,
property destruction and disloyalty.

Children are also willing to punish as third-parties
in response to fairness norm violations (such as when
someone does not share with others”). For example,
6-year-olds will sacrifice a valued resource (for exam-
ple a tasty candy) to ensure that a selfish individual
does not receive the same resource, although chil-
dren younger than six years old typically do not®®7*-7%,
Unlike studies on other types of transgressions (such
as property destruction), research investigating chil-
dren’s willingness to punish selfishness has included
children from diverse societies rather than exclusively
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Western children (who are typically the focus of devel-
opmental work; see REF.”’). Children across various
countries — including Argentina, Ecuador, Germany,
India and the USA — exhibit a willingness to sacrifice
their own resources to ensure that selfish others receive
fewer resources. However, the precise age at which this
willingness emerges varies across societies and, in some
cases, does not present until middle childhood (around
9 years of age™). Because children younger than six years
old do not systematically punish selfishness but children
from middle childhood onward do, it is possible that cul-
tural norms help to shape the emergence of punishment
behaviours®.

A strength of the work reviewed here is the use of
experimental methods in well controlled laboratory
settings, allowing researchers to clearly test whether chil-
dren are willing to punish transgressors under specific
conditions. However, these tasks might overestimate
children’s willingness to punish in non-experimental set-
tings because children in everyday life are generally not
given such obvious opportunities to punish transgres-
sors. Experiments with children are also limited by the
kinds of interactions that are ecologically valid for the age
group. As such, the types of third-party punishment typ-
ically studied in young children (for example, protesting
and tattling) are quite different from the more severe
forms of punishment enacted by institutional systems
(such as prison time). Nevertheless, the reviewed work
on third-party punishment in children collectively illus-
trates how a core feature of modern institutional justice
systems (a willingness to punish third-parties) resembles
behaviours that emerge in early childhood.

Why children respond to transgressions. In considering
why children are willing to serve as agents of punish-
ment, it is useful to draw on philosophical discussions
of punitive motives. Legal philosophers have long dis-
cussed why individuals pursue punishment of trans-
gressors from a moral perspective®. Specifically, both
consequentialist and retributive motives might underlie
punitive behaviour. On the one hand, some argue that
punishment should be grounded in consequentialist
principles: transgressors should be punished not because
they deserve punishment but because punishment can

effectively deter the transgressor and others from future
misdeeds®*!. On the other hand, some argue that pun-
ishment should be grounded in retributive principles:
transgressors should be punished not because of any
positive consequences stemming from punishment but
because transgressors deserve punishment in proportion
to their crimes**.

Although developmental data cannot speak to
the moral value of different punitive motives, it sheds
light on the presence or absence of these motives in
childhood. In turn, researchers can explore the extent
to which children punish because they want to inflict
deserved suffering, deter bad behaviour, or some com-
bination of the two. Indeed, starting at around five years
of age, children, like adults®~", are driven by multiple
motives, including those that are both retributive and
consequentialist’™®’. Children make personal sacrifices
(like giving up time to be spent playing a fun game) to
punish transgressors, and they do so even when there
is no clear personal or social benefit’>*”. However,
children more frequently punish when they believe
punishment will teach the transgressor a lesson’",
either to specifically deter the transgressor or estab-
lish general norms about inappropriate behaviour for
onlookers. Furthermore, children act more fairly rather
than selfishly after being punished by a third-party for
selfishness™ and are more likely to cooperate in a social
dilemma when faced with the threat of third-party pun-
ishment than when punishment is not possible”. These
findings indicate that children are tuned to punishment’s
capacity to shape individual behaviour.

These studies on punitive motives are consistent with
the idea that children’s willingness to punish transgres-
sors is sensitive to both retributive and consequentialist
concerns. These findings connect to larger societal and
philosophical discussions regarding whether punish-
ment is unjust and whether society should abandon its
punitive orientation and shift toward a more restorative
system'®?! that de-emphasizes deserved punishment
and instead focuses on attending to victims’ needs.
In this way, restorative justice tends to take the focus
away from the transgressor and reorients justice
efforts toward the victim in the form of emotional and
monetary compensation.
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Some developmental research has found that chil-
dren’s intervention behaviour is sensitive to restorative
justice concerns. For example, when given the oppor-
tunity to intervene in response to theft, participants as
young as three years old preferred a victim-oriented
option (removing a stolen item from a transgressor
and returning it to the victim) rather than a self-oriented
option (removing a stolen item from a transgressor and
keeping it for themselves)’>'*. In another study, 5- to
6-year-old children learned about a transgressor who
stole a resource from a victim'®'. Participants were
given the option to punish the transgressor without
restoring the stolen resource to the victim, or to return
the stolen resource to the victim without removing
additional resources from the transgressor. Children
tended to prefer the latter option, which only mildly
punished the transgressor by removing the stolen
resource and simultaneously restored justice by return-
ing the stolen resource to its rightful owner. Finally,
when children between 5 and 9 years old were given
the option to punish a selfish individual by taking away
their resources, they punished in ways that were broadly
consistent with rectifying inequality”. Specifically, par-
ticipants in this study preferred the restorative option
that resulted in equal resources for the transgressor and
victim to either removing all resources from both actors
or to inflicting maximum punishment on the transgres-
sor. These results suggest that children’s willingness to
intervene in response to transgressions is, at least in part,
informed by restorative justice considerations.

These studies suggest that children take restorative
justice concerns into account when responding to trans-
gressions. However, they do not tell us whether children
prefer restorative measures that affect only victims and
not transgressors over more punitive ones that affect
only transgressors but not victims because punishment
and restoration are never entirely deconfounded in these
studies’””'"". That is, a purely restorative option (such
as compensating victims without affecting the trans-
gressor) is never pitted against a purely punitive option
(such as removing resources from transgressors with-
out affecting the victim). If participants are interested
in restorative justice, they can only pursue it through
punitive means that require removing resources from
the transgressor.

Few studies have addressed whether children pre-
fer victim-focused restoration to transgressor-focused
punishment when restoration affects only victims.
However, one study found that children favour pun-
ishment over restoration in the form of compensa-
tion'*?. Specifically, 6- to 9-year-old children were
presented with a selfish agent who did not want to share
resources with a victim and were given two interven-
tion options: participants could sacrifice one of their
resources either to remove the selfish agent’s resources
without affecting the victim’s resources (punishment
option) or to compensate the victim for their losses
without affecting the transgressor’s resources (restora-
tion option); participants were also given the oppor-
tunity to do nothing. Children preferred to invest in
punishing the selfish agent rather than compensating
the victim or doing nothing, suggesting that children

see more value in inflicting harm on transgressors than
restoring justice to victims when such options are pitted
against one another'”.

In sum, children’s early intervention behaviour
appears to be sensitive to various factors that ultimately
have strong connections to long-standing complex
legal and philosophical issues, including notions of
retribution, consequentialism and restoration'®. For
example, children are especially interested in punish-
ing transgressors to inflict suffering (retribution) and to
deter bad behaviour (consequentialism””"). Additionally,
children will pursue intervention options that involve an
element of punishment while also restoring justice to the
victim’>!*!. Further, when restoration affects only vic-
tims and does not affect transgressors, children prefer a
more punitive option to a more restorative option when
both options are available'””. This finding provides evi-
dence that, although children are concerned with restor-
ative justice, they are especially interested in ensuring
that transgressors are punished for their misdeeds.

Summary and future directions

Research demonstrates that key building blocks of our
modern institutions of justice, such as third-party pun-
ishment, are evident in early child development. As illus-
trated in FIG. 4, infants and toddlers (0 to 2 years old) have
clear intuitions about who is likely to be punished*-*
and who is likely to punish®>**. Similarly, children in
both early childhood (approximately 3-5 years old)
and middle-to-late childhood (approximately 6 years
old to adolescence) exhibit expectations consistent with
the notion that certain individuals, particularly people
in a position of authority, will and should intervene in
response to transgressions*~*’. Beyond expectations,
children also positively evaluate those who intervene to
prevent harm” and — once they reach an age where they
can verbalize their opinions — they explicitly evaluate
punishers positively*>*»»%,

In terms of whether children will pursue third-party
punishment themselves, the studies reviewed here sug-
gest that intervention in response to transgressions
occurs early in development. Children spontaneously
protest misbehaviour”** and report others’ misdeeds
by tattling®-*". Furthermore, children will punish a
variety of transgressions, including fairness violations
(for example, not sharing resources®), property viola-
tions (for example, ripping up someone else’s artwork®),
free-riding (for example, not contributing to a group
project”), and disloyalty (for example, refusing to help
a group member’™). Importantly, this penchant for
punishment emerges even when punishment requires
sacrifice®, across cultures®, and when the option to
compensate victims is also available'”.

Although ample research from developmental science
demonstrates that infants, toddlers and children reason
about punishment as assessors and act as agents of pun-
ishment themselves, this work has limitations. First,
most of the studies reviewed here rely on samples from
children residing in Western, educated, industrialized,
rich and democratic (WEIRD'!") societies, with some
notable exceptions®**’. Children from diverse popu-
lations must be recruited in future research to broaden
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our understanding of children’s early reasoning about
punishment and their punitive behaviour.

Second, although the literature reviewed here speaks
to how third-party intervention takes shape across broad
age ranges, it cannot adequately home in on exact ages
at which certain conceptualizations or behavioural incli-
nations emerge. For instance, children tend to intervene
against property destruction at around four years of
age®, a few years before intervening against unfairness,
which emerges at around 6 years of age, or even later,
depending on cultural context®. These findings suggest
that children’s willingness to intervene might be influ-
enced by transgression type (or perhaps transgression
severity'””). Thus, the transgression types being studied
might influence inferences about the apparent age at
which third-party punishment emerges. This issue of
developmental precision is further exacerbated by arbi-
trary a priori sampling decisions (for example, a study
might test 5-year-olds and 8-year-olds) that influence
which ages are associated with which behaviours. That
is, the ages associated with behaviours are limited to the
ages recruited and tested, rather than reflecting the ages
associated with behaviours following comprehensive
sampling and testing of all possible ages. For these rea-
sons, the current research is best suited to speak to broad
developmental patterns in the emergence of conceptual-
izations of punishment and punishment behaviour itself.
We encourage researchers to consider testing wide age
ranges in future work to generate a clearer developmen-
tal picture of when intervention-related judgements and
behaviours develop.

Third, the types of transgressions presented to chil-
dren in developmental studies are — for obvious ethical
and practical reasons — substantially less severe than
crimes that the criminal justice system typically con-
fronts. Although these differences are challenging to
address from an experimental standpoint, research on
how children reason about legal punishment finds that
children do understand the terms ‘jail’ and ‘prison’ "%,

Future research should continue to integrate real-world
questions about incarceration and punishment to better
tether conversations about institutional punishment to
early intuitions and behaviours in development.

Fourth, most research on punishment involves sub-
stantial experimental scaffolding, meaning that chil-
dren’s decisions to punish are almost always elicited
by experimenters in laboratory contexts rather than
naturalistically observed in the world. In an attempt to
understand children’s more spontaneous punishment
behaviour, one study investigated whether 4-year-olds to
6-year-olds punish transgressors in a more open-ended
task that allowed participants to freely engage with
a transgressor in a variety of ways, only one of which
was punitive (hitting). Interestingly, participants in this
more open-ended task were not particularly punitive,
suggesting that children may be less inclined to exhibit
third-party punishment in less structured tasks'®”. None
of the work reviewed here — with the exception of one
study*® which examined children’s tattling in ecologically
valid contexts — can speak to children’s willingness to
punish transgressors in non-experimental settings. On
this note, there is debate in the adult literature about the
extent to which adult third-party punishment behaviour
truly reflects a willingness to engage in peer punishment
in everyday life'>'>!'%!"" (see REF.'"” for a review). Many
of the same concerns raised in this adult work apply to
developmental research. However, at a minimum, devel-
opmental work suggests that, regardless of whether chil-
dren would actually punish their peers spontaneously in
the real world, they will often do so when asked directly,
reflecting an early willingness to engage in third-party
punishment when doing so is an option.

Finally, there is a rich and lively debate about why
third-party punishment evolved in humans. According
to one view, third-party punishment evolved within
communities to support group norm adherence''>'".
Another view is that third-party punishment evolved to
confer immediate reputational benefits to punishers by
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advertising punishers as valuable social partners'>-'"".
Yet another possibility is that third-party punishment
evolved as a byproduct of an appetite for second-party
punishment'® (BOX 1). According to this perspective,
empathy for victims results in a desire to punish trans-
gressors in third-party contexts. Similarly, institutional
third-party punishment might be a proxy for second-party
punishment insofar as institutional actors identify with
the victim and act on their behalf to rectify injustices.

Although these possibilities raise interesting questions
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