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Associations among hypothetical, prototypic moral, and conventional judgments; theory of mind (ToM); empa-
thy; and personal distress were examined in 108 socioeconomically diverse preschoolers (Mage = 42.94 months,
SD = 1.42). Repeated measures analysis of covariance with empathy, false beliefs, and their interaction as
covariates indicated that empathy was significantly associated with judgments of greater moral but not conven-
tional transgression severity, particularly for psychological harm, and with deserved punishment for unfairness.
False beliefs were associated with (combined) moral criterion judgments of rule and authority independence
and inalterability. Empathy also was positively associated with criterion judgments but only for children low in
ToM. Personal distress was unrelated to judgments. Results demonstrate the importance of both affective and
cognitive processes in preschoolers’ moral judgments.

Research indicates that through their social experi-
ences, young children develop rudimentary concepts
of justice, fairness, and rights (Smetana, Jambon, &
Ball, 2014). Both affective and cognitive processes are
thought to play a role in the construction of these
early moral concepts. Despite the identified need for
an integrative developmental approach to the study
of moral cognitions and emotions, the mutual contri-
bution of these processes to early moral judgments
has not yet been systematically examined (Malti &
Latzko, 2010; Turiel, 2015). In particular, preschoolers’
empathy (Hoffman, 2000) and theory of mind (ToM)
understanding (Decety & Jackson, 2004) advance their
knowledge of others’ psychological and emotional
experiences and thus may be constituent elements of
early moral judgments. Therefore, the current study
addresses this gap in the literature by investigating
associations among preschoolers’ empathy, false
belief understanding, and moral judgments.

Early Moral Development

Infants are predisposed to be sensitive and
responsive to others’ emotional expressions

(Trevarthen & Aitken, 2001). This propensity helps
young children acquire knowledge of their social
and internal worlds, such as understanding why
others transgress or the consequences of different
social acts. Through these experiences, preschoolers
are thought to construct qualitatively different cate-
gories, or domains, of social knowledge, including
moral and social-conventional ones (see Smetana
et al., 2014). Moral concepts entail prescriptive
judgments of right and wrong concerning issues of
welfare (harm), justice (comparable treatment and
distribution), and rights. In contrast, social-conven-
tional concepts focus on arbitrary, agreed-upon
norms, and regularities (like etiquette) that structure
social interactions in different social systems. Moral
transgressions typically, though not invariably, are
deemed more serious and deserving of punishment
than conventional violations (Tisak & Turiel, 1988).
Similarly, because the consequences of immoral acts
are intrinsically harmful or cause injustice for
others, even young children judge that moral pre-
scriptions (but not conventional norms) are obliga-
tory, generalizable, and unalterable (e.g., wrong
regardless of whether a rule exists or an authority
figure mandates otherwise). These dimensions are
seen as formal criteria, drawn from philosophical
definitions of morality, for distinguishing moral
from nonmoral issues. Accordingly, criterion judg-
ments assess whether young children recognize dis-
tinctively moral features of actions.
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Children as young as 3 years of age apply these
criteria in making moral and conventional judg-
ments (Smetana & Braeges, 1990), although some
evidence suggests that this varies according to
harm type (Helwig, Hildebrandt, & Turiel, 1995;
Helwig, Zelazo, & Wilson, 2001). Children’s think-
ing about psychological harm and unfairness typi-
cally develops later than an understanding of
physical harm (Smetana, 1981; Wainryb & Brehl,
2006). This is potentially because psychological
harm and unfairness must be inferred, whereas
physical harm is directly observable. To recognize
that psychological harm has occurred, one must
consider the victim’s thoughts and feelings as well
as the actor’s intent. Fairness violations (e.g., steal-
ing or not sharing) may concretely illustrate
inequality, but interpreting the act as harmful also
requires the understanding that the victim desires
the deprived resource. This capacity is limited by
competing self-interest until around age 4 (Birch &
Billman, 1986; Dunn & Munn, 1987). Same-age
preschoolers with more advanced affective and cog-
nitive capacities that facilitate these inferences
therefore may have more mature judgments about
relatively abstract moral harms (Dunn, Cutting, &
Demetriou, 2000; Wainryb & Brehl, 2006).

Empathy and Moral Development

In mature moral reasoning, children know and,
importantly, care about the emotional and psycho-
logical experiences of others (Hoffman, 2000).
Young preschoolers demonstrate an emerging
awareness of the subjectivity of others’ emotional
states and increasingly experience emotional con-
cern for “victims” (Davidov, Zahn-Waxler, Roth-
Hanania, & Knafo, 2013). Empathy for the actual or
inferred distress of others is one of the earliest man-
ifestations of very young children’s moral capacities
(Hoffman, 2000) and may be a central organizing
feature of moral concepts (Turiel, 2015). The defini-
tion and scope of empathy varies across conceptual-
izations (see Decety & Meyer, 2008), but here we
consider empathic concern, or sympathy, as an
affective response to the perceived emotional state
or condition of another that is similar to what the
other person is feeling and evokes concern for the
other (Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Morris, 2014). Empa-
thy-related responding, or a vicarious response to
another’s distress, does not always elicit other-
oriented concern. It can, instead, result in personal
distress, a self-oriented and aversive response that
diverts attention from the victim’s suffering and
devotes cognitive and affective processes to self-

comfort (Eisenberg et al., 1988). Thus, empathy, but
not personal distress, has been found to facilitate
prosocial moral development, or acting to benefit
others without apparent personal gain (Eisenberg
et al., 2014).

Accordingly, empathic concern for the victims of
moral transgressions underscores the emotional sal-
ience and moral significance of the social exchange
(Arsenio, 1988) and may reflect children’s percep-
tions of the act’s severity (Malti & Latzko, 2010). A
few studies have demonstrated positive links
between preschoolers’ prosocial moral reasoning
(Lane, Wellman, Olson, LaBounty, & Kerr, 2010;
Miller, Eisenberg, Fabes, & Shell, 1996) and moral
emotions, or affective responses generally acknowl-
edged to influence a person’s understanding of the
prescriptive nature of moral norms (Nussbaum,
2001). However, these findings may not extend to
moral reasoning about harm, which uniquely cen-
ters on obligation (Weller & Lagattuta, 2013). Proso-
cial acts are not obligatory in all contexts and
therefore entail a component of personal choice that
is absent from the universal obligation not to harm
others (Nucci & Turiel, 2009). Given the dearth of
existing research, associations between empathy
and early moral judgments of harm must be inves-
tigated.

ToM and Moral Development

Much research in recent years indicates that
young children’s psychological and moral knowl-
edge are interrelated (see Lagattuta & Weller, 2014).
ToM is the ability to attribute mental states—such
as belief, desires, emotions, or intentions—to others.
By 3–4 years of age, children begin to understand
that individuals can have false beliefs, or incorrect
assumptions about reality. This emerging ability is
commonly identified as a developmental milestone
of ToM (Wellman & Liu, 2004). A rudimentary
understanding of false beliefs may enable children
to make more informed or flexible moral evalua-
tions by facilitating accurate inferences about the
intentions or experiences of others (Buttelmann,
Carpenter, & Tomasello, 2009; Smetana, Jambon,
Conry-Murray, & Sturge-Apple, 2012). Indeed, chil-
dren with more advanced false belief understand-
ing focus more on the psychological states of others
in their moral justifications (Dunn et al., 2000).
Inversely, young children’s yet incomplete mastery
of ToM also constrains their moral judgments in
important ways. For example, children lacking false
belief understanding judge accidental transgressions
as harshly as intentional acts (Killen, Mulvey,

598 Ball, Smetana, and Sturge-Apple



Richardson, Jampol, & Woodward, 2011). Similarly,
3-year-olds can accurately predict consequences in
prototypic, causal situations (e.g., hitting causes
pain), but not in situations where responses are
atypical (e.g., hitting causes pleasure; Zelazo, Hel-
wig, & Lau, 1996).

Although together these studies suggest higher
ToM development may facilitate early moral judg-
ments (or constrain them when ToM is low), not all
moral evaluations require mental state understand-
ing. Young children are aware of moral and social
rules and make prototypic moral evaluations well
before they evince comparable mental state under-
standing (Dunn et al., 2000; Smetana & Braeges,
1990). Thus, ToM is influential in early moral rea-
soning, but the relation is complex, and the avail-
able findings are mixed.

Thinking, Feeling, and Judging

Although research demonstrates links between
preschoolers’ understanding of other minds (ToM)
and their interpretations of moral events, little
research has examined how ToM interacts with
empathy in early moral understanding. This is sur-
prising, as empathy and ToM are often seen as
interdependent developmental processes (Cutting &
Dunn, 1999). Empathy may facilitate young chil-
dren’s understanding of others’ minds by directing
them to psychological consequences, whereas ToM
may advance their discernment of others’ emotional
responses and subsequent empathy (Harris, Johnson,
Hutton, Andrews, & Cooke, 1989). In support of this
view, more empathic 4- and 5-year-olds make more
advanced inferences about others’ thoughts, emo-
tions, and intentions (Findlay, Girardi, & Coplan,
2006). Moreover, many theorists agree that empathy
requires a basic level of self–other differentiation and
correspondingly, an understanding that the origin of
distress is the other, not the self (Eisenberg et al.,
2014; Hoffman, 2000). Accordingly, as 14- to 18-
month-olds more clearly differentiate self from other,
they also demonstrate more other-directed empathic
concern and soon after can empathize with victims
even when they do not express negative emotion
(Vaish, Carpenter, & Tomasello, 2009).

Inversely, limitations in preschoolers’ ability to
take others’ perspectives may inhibit empathic con-
cern (Harris et al., 1989). By age 3, children’s
empathic responses are greater when they perceive
that the distressed individual has legitimate cause
(e.g., was seriously harmed rather than mildly
inconvenienced; Hepach, Vaish, & Tomasello, 2013).
Children who lack the requisite psychological

knowledge to perceive and understand the negative
consequences of more abstract harms might not
respond empathically, despite being sensitive to the
victims’ distress, because they do not view the dis-
tress as legitimate. Indeed, preschoolers who better
understand others’ emotions and cognitions demon-
strate more mature prosocial moral reasoning and
heightened tendencies to sympathize with others
(Dunn et al., 2000; Lane et al., 2010). Thus, the con-
tribution of empathy to preschoolers’ moral judg-
ments may be facilitated or constrained by ToM
understanding and vice versa. Therefore, both pro-
cesses must be investigated concurrently with moral
judgments to capture these complex associations.

The Current Study

This study examined associations among empa-
thy, false belief understanding, and moral judg-
ments in a socioeconomically diverse sample of
preschoolers. We focused on these associations in
3½-year-old children, based on research demon-
strating that there is significant variability and
growth in moral judgments (Smetana, Rote, et al.,
2012), ToM understanding (Flavell, Mumme, Green,
& Flavell, 1992), and empathic concern between the
ages of 3 and 4 years (Davidov et al., 2013; Rochat
et al., 2009). Thus, this is an optimal age for exam-
ining these associations. Consistent with previous
research (e.g., Smetana et al., 2014), we asked
preschoolers to judge act severity, deserved punish-
ment, and criterion judgments (e.g., rule and
authority independence and rule inalterability)
about prototypic moral (physical harm, psychologi-
cal harm, and unfairness) and conventional trans-
gressions. Transgressors’ beliefs and intentions and
the transgressions’ consequences were left ambigu-
ous to capture variability theoretically associated
with empathy or ToM. As such, the interview
required child participants to interpret the depicted
situation and imagine the likely consequences in
order to formulate judgments based on those
inferred consequences.

The central hypothesis of the present study was
that individual differences in empathy (assessed
using children’s behavioral responses and maternal
reports) and false belief understanding (as a stan-
dard “litmus test” for ToM in our target age group;
Wellman & Liu, 2004) would be associated with
moral but not conventional judgments. Specifically,
we hypothesized that higher levels of empathy
would be associated with judgments that moral
transgressions are more serious and deserving of
punishment. Past research has yielded inconsistent
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findings on the association between ToM under-
standing and ratings of transgression severity and
deserved punishment (e.g., Baird & Astington,
2004; Smetana, Jambon et al., 2012), so we exam-
ined but had no a priori hypotheses about these
associations.

Criterion judgments require children to think
about the consequences of immoral acts under dif-
ferent conditions (e.g., with and without the pres-
ence of authority). Higher scores on criterion
judgments index moral maturity because they indi-
cate that individuals recognize that moral prescrip-
tions are obligatory regardless of context. Therefore,
we hypothesized that more advanced ToM would
be associated with judgments that moral transgres-
sions are more authority and rule independent and
unalterable. Although even young children are gen-
erally concerned for others’ welfare, they nonetheless
struggle to apply concerns for others’ perspectives in
their moral reasoning, possibly due to rudimentary
ToM skills (Killen et al., 2011). Therefore, we pre-
dicted that empathy also would be positively associ-
ated with more mature moral criterion judgments
but only for children higher in ToM.

We further expected that these associations
would differ according to the type of moral harm
under consideration. Past research has shown that
preschoolers almost unanimously view physical
harm as wrong but vary in their judgments of psy-
chological harm and unfairness (Helwig et al., 1995,
2001). Therefore, we expected that transgressions
involving physical harm would be judged as more
serious, deserving of punishment, and independent
of authority and rules than either psychological
harm or unfairness. We also hypothesized that
being relatively high on either empathy or ToM
would advance children’s evaluations of these rela-
tively more abstract harms. Specifically, for psycho-
logical harm and unfairness but not physical harm,
we expected that higher levels of empathy would
be associated with judgments that moral transgres-
sions are more serious and deserving of punish-
ment and that greater ToM would be associated
with more mature criterion judgments. Consistent
with previous research (Lane et al., 2010), we there-
fore predicted that preschoolers high on both empa-
thy and ToM would have the most mature moral
judgments overall.

Empathy but not personal distress directs obser-
vers of immoral acts to the victim and source of
their shared distress. Thus, as an additional test of
specificity, we hypothesized that personal distress
would not be associated with moral judgments.
Moreover, there is some evidence that preschoolers’

verbal skills influence their false belief understand-
ing (Milligan, Astington, & Dack, 2007) and moral
judgments (Smetana & Braeges, 1990). Therefore,
we controlled for estimated verbal IQ to ensure that
results were not an artifact of differences in task
comprehension. Finally, as sex differences favoring
girls often have been found in empathy (Eisenberg
et al., 2014) and ToM (Charman, Ruffman, & Cle-
ments, 2002), the potential moderating effect of
child sex on associations was examined. Few sex
differences in preschoolers’ moral and conventional
judgments have been found, however, and thus no
a priori hypotheses were tested.

In summary, the primary hypotheses were that
(a) empathy will be positively associated with pro-
totypic moral judgments of transgression severity
and deserved punishment, whereas ToM and empa-
thy (for preschoolers higher in ToM) will be associ-
ated with moral criterion judgments. We also
expected that (b) children will rate physical harm
as more serious, deserving of punishment, and
higher on different moral criteria than psychological
harm or unfairness, and correspondingly, that asso-
ciations will differ according to the form of moral
harm, with empathy and ToM associated with
judgments of psychological (but not physical) harm
and unfairness. In addition, as tests of the speci-
ficity of our hypotheses, we expected that (c) empa-
thy, ToM, and their interactions will be associated
with judgments regarding moral but not conven-
tional transgressions, and (d) personal distress will
not be related to moral judgments.

Method

Participants/Sample

The sample consisted of 108 mother–child dyads
recruited through local women, infants, and chil-
dren assistance offices and via flyers posted in the
community (e.g., doctors’ offices, day cares, and
libraries) in a medium-sized city in the northeastern
United States. Participants were 3½ years old
(M = 42.94 months, SD = 1.42, 52 boys) and racially
diverse (64% Caucasian, 14% African American,
15% biracial/multiracial, 7% other). Ethnicity
approximated the demographics of the city. The
sample was also socioeconomically diverse, as
determined by mothers’ highest level of education
(17% high school level or less, 17% some college or
trade school, 43% completed college, 23% advanced
degrees), reported government assistance (32%
receiving assistance), household annual income
(M = $59,950, SD = $45,225), and family structure
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(58.8% married). Approximately 45% of families
were residents of low-income neighborhoods con-
centrated in the city, whereas the other 55% resided
primarily in middle-income suburban neighborhoods.

Measures

Child Empathy Induction

A hurt-knee simulation was adapted from previ-
ous research to assess children’s empathic responses
(Miller et al., 1996). After spending approximately
an hour with an experimenter, the child was told
that it was time to go to another room and was
asked to wait by the door. The experimenter rose to
follow and simulated bumping his or her knee on
the tabletop, making a loud bang and feigning dis-
tress (adopting a pained expression and exclaiming,
“Owww—I hit my knee, and it really hurts!”).
Throughout the 1-min simulation, the experimenter
evinced vocal and facial expressions of pain while
rubbing the knee and avoiding eye contact with the
child. The first 30 s of the episode were character-
ized by moderate distress vocalizations; in the fol-
lowing 30-s recovery period, the experimenter
gradually indicated that she or he was feeling bet-
ter. To ensure standardization across the five exper-
imenters who performed the simulation, two coders
reliably rated (a = .91) the quality of enacted dis-
tress on a 4-point scale from 1 (unconvincing) to 4
(extremely convincing). Enactments were mostly con-
vincing (M = 3.81), and entering these scores as a
covariate in the analyses did not alter the effects;
thus, they are not discussed further.

Children’s affective responses to the simulation
were coded using criteria adapted from Eisenberg
et al.’s (1988) Time Sampling of Affect coding
scheme. Empathic concern and personal distress
responses were coded for presence and intensity
every 10 s on a 5-point rating scale from 0 (no expres-
sion of emotion) to 4 (pronounced expression, entire per-
iod). Empathic concern and personal distress were
both assessed by facial indicators as well as body lan-
guage and behavioral cues (see Appendix S1 for a
complete description of the coding). To determine
interrater reliability, two trained coders rated 20% of
the distress simulations. Reliability (intraclass corre-
lation coefficients) was .91 for empathic concern and
.84 for personal distress.

Mother Reports of Child Empathy

Mothers’ ratings of their child’s empathy were
assessed on five items from Eisenberg et al. (1988).

Four items (e.g., “My child gets upset when she/he
sees another child being hurt,” “My child usually
feels sorry for other children who are being
teased”) were rated on a 4-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (not at all true of my child) to 4 (very true
of my child). One item (“How often does your child
feel sympathetic?”) was rated on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (very rarely or not at all) to 5
(extremely often). Scores for each item were stan-
dardized and combined; the scale demonstrated
acceptable reliability (a = .77).

Empathic concern codes and mother report of
empathy were significantly but moderately corre-
lated (r = .32) and were averaged to create a com-
posite empathy score.

Theory of Mind

We administered two standard ToM tasks assess-
ing false belief understanding (see Wellman & Liu,
2004 for a detailed description of both tasks). The
first, an “unexpected contents” false belief task, was
adapted from Gopnik and Astington’s (1988)
“Smarties task.” The second was the “change of
location” (“Maxi and the chocolate”) false beliefs
task (Wimmer & Perner, 1983). Children had to
answer several control questions correctly to ensure
that they understood both tasks. Nearly all control
questions (approximately 95%) were correctly
answered on the first attempt, and all children
answered correctly before the target questions were
asked. The “Smarties” task was scored as 0 (incor-
rect response) or 1 (correct response). The “Maxi” task
had two target questions; children had to answer
both correctly to be coded as passing the task
(0 = 1 or 2 incorrect responses, 1 = 2 correct responses).
The change of location and unexpected contents
tasks were passed by 36% and 17% of participants,
SDs = 0.44, 0.31, respectively. The scores for the
two tasks were summed to create a composite ToM
score ranging from 0 (failed both tasks) to 2 (passed
both tasks).

Social Events Interview

The story stimuli for this study consisted of eight
8 9 11 in. colored illustrations depicting six proto-
typical moral transgressions: physical harm (hitting,
shoving), psychological harm (name calling, teas-
ing), and unfairness (stealing a snack, grabbing a
toy) and two prototypical conventional transgres-
sions (eating spaghetti with fingers, calling mom by
first name). Four sets of pictorial stimuli corre-
sponded to the race (White or Black) and sex of the
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child participant. Biracial children were shown pic-
tures most closely matched to their own skin tone.
In each story, the relationship between the trans-
gressor and victim was described as friendly, and
the acts were identified as intentional, but beyond
this, the pictures were presented with minimal con-
textual information (see Appendix S2 for full inter-
view text). Children were trained to use a frown
scale, a 3-point Likert scale with faces depicted in
graduated size and severity of expression from neu-
tral to a deep frown. The scale ranged from 1 (just
OK), depicted by a small, neutral face, to 3 (very
bad), depicted by the largest face and deepest
frown.

Children were presented with each story and
asked in a fixed order a standardized set of ques-
tions adapted from previous research (Smetana,
1985). Children first were asked, “Is it OK or not
OK for (transgressor’s name) to X?” If the child
responded that it was not OK, they then were
asked, “Is it a little bit bad or very bad?” Responses
were coded on a 3-point scale of severity ranging
from 1 (just OK) to 3 (very bad). Criterion judgments
were assessed using the 3-point frown scale. For au-
thority independence, children were asked, “What if
your (parent figure) said it would be alright to X?
How wrong or alright would it be to X then?” We
next asked, “What if there was no rule about X?
How wrong or alright would it be to X then?”
assessing rule independence, and “Who makes the
rules (tells you what is right and wrong) at your
house? What if (person named) decided to change
the rule to say it was alright to X? How wrong or
alright would it be to change the rule?” assessing
inalterability. Higher scores indicated greater author-
ity independence, rule independence, and inalter-
ability. Finally, to assess deserved punishment,
children were asked, “Should (transgressor) get in
trouble for X, like get put in time out?” If the child
responded “Yes,” they were asked, “A little bit or a
lot?” Responses were scored on a 3-point scale
ranging from 1 (no punishment) to 3 (a lot of punish-
ment). Mean scores were obtained separately for
items pertaining to physical harm, psychological
harm, unfairness, and conventions for each of the
five judgments.

Chi-square tests of the transgression pairs (e.g.,
hitting and shoving stories) indicated that judg-
ments did not differ across the two variants for
each transgression type. Accordingly, judgments
were averaged across the two stories for each
transgression type to create three composite moral
harm scores, one each for physical harm, psycholog-
ical harm, and unfairness, and one composite

conventional violation score for each of the five judg-
ments (severity, authority independence, rule inde-
pendence, inalterability, and deserved punishment).
We did not expect meaningful differences among
the authority independence, rule independence, and
inalterability judgments, and preliminary analyses
did not yield significant differences across the three
criteria, either for each harm type or in the pattern
of associations. Furthermore, a principal compo-
nents analysis of the five judgments supported a
three-factor solution, with authority independence,
rule independence, and inalterability loading on
one component: factor loadings = .80, .91, .78,
respectively, and severity and punishment each
loading highly on separate factors. Therefore, the
scores were averaged to create one composite crite-
rion judgment variable for each of the three types
of moral harm and one composite conventional
violation.

Verbal IQ

Children’s verbal intelligence was assessed using
the short-form of the Wechsler Preschool and Pri-
mary Scale Intelligence Test, 3rd ed. (WPPSI–III).
Two subtests (information and picture naming) val-
idated for use with 2- to 4-year-olds (Sattler, 2008)
were used to estimate a verbal IQ composite score
for each child. Items for both subtests were coded
as pass/fail and scored in accordance with the
WPPSI–III manual, normed based on child age to
have a mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15
(M = 105.18, SD = 15.99 here).

Procedure

Data were collected in 2011–2012. Participating
mother–child dyads were assessed during an
approximately 2-hr visit to a university laboratory.
Additional data (not examined here) were collected
during the session, but all social-cognitive tasks
occurred at the beginning of the visit and were
completed within the 1st hour. After obtaining con-
sent and permission, mothers reported on their
demographic background and their child’s empa-
thy on a laboratory computer. Concurrently in a
separate room, a trained interviewer administered
to the child (in order) the WPPSI (~15 min), Social
Events Interview (~25 min), and ToM tasks
(~15 min).

The child and the interviewer sat at a child-sized
table alone in the laboratory, but the sessions were
filmed by two hidden cameras controlled by a labo-
ratory assistant in the adjacent room. The Social
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Events Interview stories were divided into two sets,
both including one of each type of social transgres-
sion (physical harm, psychological harm, unfair-
ness, and convention). The two sets of stimuli, as
well as the order of the stories within each set, were
administered in counterbalanced order across par-
ticipants. Between the first and second set of inter-
view stories, the child participated in an engaging
game to reduce fatigue (searching for various
attractive animals pictured in a wall mural). Next,
children completed the two ToM tasks. Child
responses to all tasks were coded by a trained assis-
tant observing in the filming room and later con-
firmed by another assistant reviewing the
recording. At the end of the session, the hurt-knee
paradigm was enacted. Children’s responses to the
simulation were filmed with one camera focused on
the child’s face and the second camera capturing
body positioning and movements or gestures.

Results

The means, standard deviations, and correlations
among the main study variables are presented in
Table 1. As Table 1 shows, the study variables were
moderately correlated, as expected. Sex was corre-
lated with empathy, with girls higher in empathy
than boys. Although severity and deserved punish-
ment judgments have been highly correlated in past
research, the associations were only moderate here.
Associations between preschoolers’ empathy and
ToM have varied across studies, and here these
variables were uncorrelated.

All continuous independent variables were mean
centered, as recommended (Aiken & West, 1991).
All analyses were run first with verbal IQ included
as a covariate to control for differences in language
ability and child sex included as a between-subjects
factor to test for evidence of sex moderation. Only
two effects out of a possible 36 involving verbal IQ
or child sex were significant: Higher verbal IQ was
associated with moral severity judgments, b = .41,
p = .001, but only for boys. Furthermore, excluding
child sex and verbal IQ from models did not alter
the overall pattern of results for the variables of
interest. Thus, for parsimony, verbal IQ and child
sex were omitted from presented analyses.

Study hypotheses were examined in multiple
steps. First, we conducted detailed analyses testing
our main hypotheses that individual differences in
empathy and ToM would be associated with judg-
ments about different types of moral harm. Then,
we tested the specificity hypotheses in separate

analyses, examining effects first for moral versus
conventional transgressions and next for personal
distress rather than empathic concern.

Associations Among Empathy, ToM, and Different
Moral Judgments

The first set of analyses examined associations
among empathic concern, ToM, and moral judg-
ments regarding different forms of harm. Severity,
deserved punishment, and the composite criterion
judgments were each analyzed separately.
Hypotheses were tested using repeated measures
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), with moral
harm type (physical harm, psychological harm,
unfairness) as the within-subject factor and the
mean-centered composite empathy and ToM scores
as well as their interaction included as covariates.
ANCOVA is comparable to multiple hierarchical
regression analyses when the independent variables
of interest (i.e., empathy and ToM) are continuous
(see Rutherford, 2001). Utilizing a repeated mea-
sures design increased statistical power by account-
ing for individual differences that might otherwise
obscure effects within levels of a factor (e.g., physi-
cal vs. psychological harm). Thus, repeated mea-
sures ANCOVA provided a powerful and
appropriate analytic method for testing our
hypotheses (Wainryb, Shaw, Laupa, & Smith, 2001).

Moral Severity and Deserved Punishment Judgments

Our hypothesis that higher levels of empathy
would be associated with judgments of greater
moral transgression severity and deserved punish-
ment was partially confirmed. A significant main
effect of empathy, F(1, 103) = 4.25, p = .04,
g2
p ¼ :04, indicated that higher empathy was associ-

ated with judgments that moral transgressions were
more serious, b = .13. However, a similar main
effect for deserved punishment was not found,
p = .37. ToM was not significant either as a main
effect or in interaction with empathy for either
severity or deserved punishment judgments, all
ps > .20.

Similarly, our hypothesis that physical harm
transgressions would be judged as more serious
and deserving of punishment than psychological
harm or unfairness was confirmed only partially.
There was a significant main effect of moral harm
type for severity judgments, F(2, 206) = 4.41,
p = .01, g2

p ¼ :04, but not for deserved punishment
judgments, p = .15. Bonferroni-corrected pairwise
comparisons indicated that, as predicted, children
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judged physical harm as significantly more serious
than unfairness, p = .01. However, contrary to
expectations, severity judgments for psychological
harm did not differ significantly from either physi-
cal harm or unfairness, ps = .68, .31, respectively.

We further hypothesized that effects of harm
type would be moderated by empathy. This
hypothesis was supported, as shown by the signifi-
cant Moral Harm 9 Empathy interactions for judg-
ments of severity, F(2, 206) = 4.99, p = .01, g2

p ¼ :05,
and deserved punishment, F(2, 204) = 2.94, p = .05,
g2
p ¼ :03. As hypothesized, higher empathy was

significantly associated with greater severity ratings
for psychological harm, t(103) = 3.01, b = .28,
p < .001, g2

p ¼ :08; marginally associated with
greater severity for unfairness, t(103) = 1.90,
b = .16, p = .06, g2

p ¼ :03; and not significantly asso-
ciated with severity for physical harm, p = .86 (see
Figure 1). In contrast, greater empathy was signifi-
cantly associated with judging unfairness—but not
physical or psychological harm, ps > .52—as more
deserving of punishment, t(103) = 1.96, b = .16,
p = .05, g2

p ¼ :04 (see Figure 2).

Moral Criterion Judgments

Our hypothesis that higher ToM would be asso-
ciated with judgments that moral transgressions are
inalterably wrong and independent of authority
and rules was supported. As expected, the main
effect of ToM was significant for moral criterion
judgments, F(1, 103) = 4.70, p = .03, g2

p ¼ :04. More
advanced ToM was associated with more mature
criterion judgments (e.g., greater rule and authority
independence and inalterability), b = .20. Consistent
with the hypothesis that for children high in ToM,
higher empathy would be associated with more
mature criterion judgments, the main effect of

empathy was not significant, p = .22, but the Empa-
thy 9 ToM interaction was, F(1, 103) = 4.20,
p = .04, g2

p ¼ :04. To interpret the interaction, we
computed high- and low-centered ToM variables at
+1 and �1 SD from the composite ToM scores.
Contrary to our predictions, however, simple slope
analyses (see Figure 3) indicated that for preschool-
ers lower (but not higher, p = .51) in ToM, higher
empathy was associated with more mature moral
criterion judgments, F(1, 102) = 7.02, b = .31,
p = .01, g2

p ¼ :06.
Our hypotheses regarding moral harm type were

not supported in the omnibus analysis of moral cri-
terion judgments. The main effect of moral harm
type was not significant, p = .26, and associations
did not differ by harm type, all ps > .47. Although
the Moral Harm 9 ToM interaction was not signifi-
cant, we examined parameter estimates to assess
our a priori hypothesis that ToM would be associ-
ated with criterion judgments of psychological
harm and unfairness but not physical harm.

Figure 1. Empathy 9 Moral Harm Type interaction for severity
judgments.
Note. †p < .10. **p < .01.

Figure 2. Empathy 9 Moral Harm Type interaction for deserved
punishment judgments.
Note. *p < .05.

Figure 3. Empathy 9 Theory of Mind interaction for moral crite-
rion judgments.
Note. ToM = theory of mind. **p < .01.
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Unexpectedly, higher ToM was significantly associ-
ated with higher criterion judgments of physical
harm, t(103) = 2.29, b = .25, p = .02, g2

p ¼ :05, mar-
ginally associated with unfairness, t(103) = 1.94,
b = .20, p = .08, g2

p ¼ :03, and not significantly asso-
ciated with psychological harm, p = .19.

However, the ToM 9 Empathy interaction was
significant for criterion judgments about psycholog-
ical harm, t(103) = 2.01, b = �.28, p = .04, g2

p ¼ :04,
but not physical harm or unfairness, ps = .17, .10,
respectively. To interpret the interaction, we com-
puted high- and low-centered empathy variables at
+1 and �1 SD. Simple slope analyses indicated that
for preschoolers lower (but not higher, p = .31) in
empathy, higher ToM was associated with more
mature criterion judgments about psychological
harm, F(3, 105) = 4.40, b = .29, p = .01, g2

p ¼ :05.

Moral Versus Conventional Judgments

To determine whether the obtained associations
were specific to young children’s evaluations of
moral issues or applied to social judgments more
broadly, we next examined children’s judgments of
moral and conventional transgressions. As type of
moral harm was not of interest here, we calculated
three composite moral severity, deserved punish-
ment, and criterion judgment variables by averag-
ing those judgments across the three forms of
moral harm. We again employed repeated mea-
sures ANCOVA with empathy, ToM, and their
interaction as covariates, but this time with trans-
gression domain (moral, conventional) as the
within-subject factor. Consistent with past research,
there were significant domain main effects for
severity, deserved punishment, and criterion judg-
ments, Fs(1, 108) = 24.87, 6.83, 14.22, ps < .001,
g2
p ¼ :20; :06; :12, respectively. Moral as compared

to conventional violations were considered more
serious (M = 2.44, 2.10), more deserving of punish-
ment (M = 2.47, 2.29), and more wrong in the
absence of rules and authorities and inalterable
(with these three criterion judgments combined,
M = 2.31, 2.12).

For severity judgments, there was also a main
effect of child empathy, F(1, 104) = 4.12, p = .04,
g2
p ¼ :04. Children higher in empathy judged moral

and conventional transgressions as more serious,
b = .13. Although the Domain 9 Empathy interac-
tion did not reach significance, p = .34, parameter
estimates supported our a priori hypothesis that
child empathy would be positively associated with
moral but not conventional, p = .13, severity judg-
ments, t(104) = 1.94, p = .05, g2

p ¼ :04.

For judgments of deserved punishment, the main
effect of transgression domain was qualified by a
significant interaction with ToM, F(1, 102) = 4.78,
p = .03, g2

p ¼ :05. Preschoolers higher in ToM
judged moral transgressions as more deserving of
punishment than conventional transgressions, F(1,
102) = 11.32, p < .001, g2

p ¼ :10, but preschoolers
with lower ToM did not differ, p = .83. Contrary to
expectations, empathy, as a main effect or interac-
tion, was not associated with deserved punishment
judgments, all ps > .25. For criterion judgments, no
further main effects or interactions were found.

Empathic Concern Versus Personal Distress

To determine if effects were specific to empathy,
the two sets of analyses were rerun with personal
distress rather than empathic concern as a covari-
ate. As predicted, none of the main effects or inter-
actions with personal distress were significantly
associated with judgments.

Finally, we examined whether similar findings
were obtained if only behavioral observations or
mother reports of empathy were used. The analyses
were rerun, substituting in turn the two different
empathy assessments for the composite empathy
measure. Neither analysis yielded significant effects.
Thus, only the composite empathy variable was
sufficiently sensitive to capture the associations
reported here.

Discussion

This study examined associations among empathy,
ToM, and moral judgments in 3½-year-olds. This
age was of particular interest as empathic respond-
ing (Hoffman, 2000), ToM (Lane et al., 2010), and
moral evaluations (Smetana, Rote, et al., 2012) are
all developing, resulting in a great deal of variation
in children’s abilities. Consistent with recent con-
ceptualizations of morality (Malti & Latzko, 2010;
Smetana et al., 2014), we found that empathy and
ToM were associated with moral judgments in dis-
tinct but related ways that varied according to the
type of moral harm and judgment. That is, associa-
tions differed when preschoolers were evaluating
severity, deserved punishment, or different moral
criteria such as whether the act’s wrongness was
independent of rules and authority.

As expected, we found that children judged acts
causing physical harm as more serious than unfair-
ness. Although previous research has shown that
even infants (Geraci & Surian, 2011) and toddlers
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are sensitive to unequal resource distribution, prefer
fair distributions to unfair ones, and will share their
resources to amend inequalities (Brownell, Iesue,
Nichols, & Svetlova, 2013), our results are consis-
tent with other studies showing that concrete harm
is particularly salient during early childhood (e.g.,
Helwig et al., 1995, 2001). We found that preschool-
ers do view taking another’s resources as wrong
but not as wrong as inflicting physical harm on
another.

Although severity judgments for psychological
harm unexpectedly did not differ from either physi-
cal harm or unfairness, we found that associations
between empathy or ToM and judgments were dif-
ferentiated according to the form of moral harm.
Consistent with our focal hypotheses, preschoolers
higher in empathy judged psychological harm and
(marginally) unfairness as more serious than their
less empathic peers. Understanding that psychologi-
cal harm entails negative consequences for the vic-
tim might be easier for young children who are
more sensitive to the harmful psychological or emo-
tional outcomes of immoral acts. Also as expected,
empathy was not associated with severity judg-
ments regarding physical harm, most likely because
the consequences are immediately evident, even to
preschoolers who are less sensitive to others’ dis-
tress. In such cases, empathy may not be necessary
to identify and judge the harm to be serious, even
in the absence of prohibitions.

On the basis of prior research, we expected
severity and deserved punishment judgments to be
highly correlated (Smetana, Jambon, et al., 2012)
and their associations with empathy to be similar.
However, in our study, correlations between these
two ratings were low to moderate, and their associ-
ations with empathy differed. Consistent with our
hypotheses, higher empathy was associated with
ratings of greater deserved punishment for fairness
violations but not for physical harm or, unexpect-
edly, for psychological harm. During the preschool
years, spontaneous sharing of valued resources
remains challenging for children and occurs infre-
quently (Grusec, 1991), whereas struggles over toys
with peers or siblings become increasingly common
(Eckerman & Peterman, 2001). Thus, punishment
may be particularly important in helping children
attend to and enforce issues of fairness. Corre-
spondingly, as more empathic preschoolers tended
to judge fairness violations as more serious than
their less empathic peers, they also assigned more
punishment.

We predicted and found that greater ToM,
assessed by false belief understanding, was

associated with more mature moral criterion judg-
ments (e.g., moral transgressions treated as more
independent of rules and authority and moral rules
as more unalterable). Because we did not specify
the consequences of transgressions, these judgments
required children to interpret the situation and
imagine the likely consequences of these violations.
Preschoolers who develop ToM earlier than their
peers may be better at predicting what others will
think and feel in alternate, hypothetical scenarios
(e.g., “What if her mom said that it was okay for
her to hit? Would it be okay then?”). This capacity
may facilitate their understanding that the prescrip-
tive nature of moral concepts is not contingent on
authority mandates or rules and that prototypical
moral transgressions are invariably wrong. It
should be noted that, as would be expected among
children at the ages studied here (Wellman & Liu,
2004), only a small percentage of children in our
study passed both of the ToM tasks used here.
Although our participants were not highly skilled
in understanding other minds, their scores reflected
a great deal of variability, which was useful in test-
ing study hypotheses, particularly regarding inter-
actions between empathy and ToM.

Contrary to our expectations, parameter esti-
mates indicated that ToM was significantly associ-
ated with criterion judgments about physical rather
than psychological harm and unfairness. Although
ToM was not associated with criterion judgments
about psychological harm, individual differences in
empathy may help explain this unanticipated find-
ing. Associations between preschoolers’ empathy
and ToM have varied across studies (see Malti,
Gasser, & Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 2010), and in
our sample, these variables were uncorrelated. Our
findings suggest that empathy is particularly impor-
tant for evaluations of psychological harm, under-
scored by the significant interaction between ToM
and empathy predicting criterion judgments about
psychological harm but not other types of moral
harm. Higher ToM was associated with more
mature criterion judgments about psychological
harm only for less empathic preschoolers. There-
fore, children high on empathy may demonstrate
more advanced judgments about psychological
harm generally; however, preschoolers lower on
empathy but relatively high in ToM may apply
their advanced mental knowledge to psychological
harm criterion judgments. The association between
preschoolers’ ToM and moral criterion judgments
did not differ according to the form of moral harm
in the ANCOVAs, however, so this finding should
be interpreted with caution.
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Nonetheless, consistent with this interpretation,
we found that among preschoolers lower (but not
higher) in ToM, higher empathy was associated
with more mature moral criterion judgments. We
hypothesized that the association between empathy
and moral criterion judgments would vary accord-
ing to ToM understanding, but we expected the
relation to be strongest in children higher in ToM.
Instead, the results suggest that children with less
advanced ToM may rely more on affective informa-
tion such as the perceived presence or absence of
distress when evaluating acts. Children can judge
immoral acts by observing their negative conse-
quences for others and experiencing these situations
as emotionally salient and thus might not require
ToM for these judgments (Arsenio & Ford, 1985). For
preschoolers higher in ToM, empathy was not associ-
ated with moral criterion judgments. If children
understand the negative impact of psychological
harm or unequal treatment on the victim, they may
not need to experience empathy in order to recognize
that the act is wrong. Together, these results high-
light the importance of considering affective and cog-
nitive processes in tandem in order to capture the
unique and reciprocal associations of each with
young children’s developing moral judgments.

We hypothesized that empathy and ToM may
facilitate early moral judgments by enabling young
children to appreciate the harmful consequences of
moral transgressions on others. Accordingly, we
did not expect or find the same associations for
social conventions, which do not inherently involve
harm. Consistent with past findings (Smetana et al.,
2014), moral violations (of different types) were
considered more serious, more deserving of punish-
ment, more wrong in the absence of rules and
authorities, and less alterable than conventional vio-
lations. As predicted, empathy was associated with
judgments of severity for moral but not conven-
tional events. Past research demonstrates that
elementary school children rate conventional infrac-
tions as emotionally neutral, whereas they associate
negative emotions with immoral acts (Arsenio &
Ford, 1985). Because mothers are unlikely to
become significantly distressed if their children
spontaneously call them by their first names or vio-
late dinner etiquette, greater empathy may afford
children little advantage in understanding why
doing so may be wrong.

Unexpectedly, we also found that preschoolers
with relatively low ToM did not distinguish
between moral and conventional issues in judg-
ments of deserved punishment. Although unantici-
pated, this result is consistent with the idea that

greater ToM is associated with understanding
increasingly abstract forms of harm. As both moral
and conventional violations were illustrated with-
out evident consequences and are both legitimately
punishable, children lower in ToM might struggle
to make nuanced distinctions and therefore believe
that punishment should be indiscriminate. The
associations reported in the focal moral harm analy-
sis among empathy, ToM, and judgments of
deserved punishment or moral criteria were not
replicated in the social transgression analysis. This
highlights the importance of precision in definitions
and assessments of moral judgments, as the inclu-
sion of different forms of social violations (i.e., con-
ventions) obscured key associations.

Similarly, if empathy is associated with more
sophisticated moral judgments because it directs
attention to the victim and the harm caused, then
mere aversion to distressing acts is not sufficient to
promote moral understanding. Personal distress is
consistently associated with directing attention and
behaviors away from the victim and the upsetting
event (Eisenberg et al., 2014). Accordingly, as
expected and unlike empathy, personal distress was
not associated with moral judgments. This suggests
that self-oriented aversive responses to others’ dis-
tress do not highlight the distinctive features of the
social encounter nor facilitate advanced moral
understanding. These results, or lack thereof, fur-
ther underscore the importance of specificity and
how a lack of precision in the theoretical conceptu-
alization and corresponding methodological opera-
tionalization and assessment of the process(es) of
interest could obfuscate empirical conclusions.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although the results of the current study are
novel, the study has several limitations. First, the
narrow age range potentially limits the generaliz-
ability of the findings. As the relations among these
processes may vary in different developmental peri-
ods, further research should explore these associa-
tions both across a broader age range and
longitudinally to test our hypotheses developmen-
tally. Similarly, because we targeted preschoolers,
whose verbal abilities are limited, we did not assess
justifications. A few studies have obtained justifica-
tions from children as young as 4 years of age (e.g.,
Dunn et al., 2000), but these justifications are often
undifferentiated (“it’s bad” or “it’s not nice”). Fur-
thermore, this would have been difficult here, given
the length and demands of the interview. Future
research with school-aged children should directly
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assess reasoning to better capture potential differ-
ences in moral judgment development.

Although we carefully controlled the depiction
of victims’ emotions in our story illustrations, psy-
chological harm is more difficult to illustrate than
other harm types. Indeed, this premise motivated
our hypotheses regarding moral harm types.
Although the pattern of results suggests potential
minor differences in interview stimuli did not influ-
ence judgments, this possibility cannot be entirely
discounted. Nonetheless, it is worth noting that
although disparities in language skills and compre-
hensions have been found to account for some
variability in ToM and moral judgments at this
early age (e.g., Dunn et al., 2000), the associations
reported here were obtained regardless of chil-
dren’s verbal intelligence. Furthermore, our utiliza-
tion of multimethod assessments of empathy,
including both observed empathic responses in the
laboratory and mothers’ reports of dispositional
empathy, was a strength of this research. We found
that neither maternal report nor affect coding of
empathic concern alone was sufficiently sensitive to
capture hypothesized associations, underscoring
the importance of using multimethod measures of
empathy in future research. Subsequent work also
fruitfully could include physiological measures
such as skin conductance or heart rate variability
(e.g., Eisenberg et al., 1996) or neuroscience assess-
ments like event-related potential or functional
magnetic resonance imaging (e.g., Decety, Michal-
ska, & Kinzler, 2012).

Finally, other moral emotions may be important
for the development of early moral concepts. For
example, Hoffman (2000) has suggested and Kochan-
ska, Gross, Lin, and Nichols (2002) have demon-
strated that guilt following indiscretions advances
children’s moral understanding. Future research
should explore the role of moral emotions such as
guilt or shame in developing moral judgments about
harm. Despite these limitations, the findings of this
study demonstrate the importance of considering
both affective and cognitive processes in preschool-
ers’ evaluations of moral issues. Because young chil-
dren’s social experiences are complex (Malti et al.,
2010), sophisticated moral judgments may be facili-
tated by—but are not reducible to—understanding
the thoughts and emotions of others.
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