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Telling young children they have a reputation for being smart
promotes cheating
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Abstract
The present research examined the consequences of telling young children they have
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a reputation for being smart. Of interest was how this would affect their willingness to
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task, in which children promised not to cheat in the game. Two studies with 3- and
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resist the temptation to cheat for personal gain as assessed by a temptation resistance
5-year-old children (total N = 323) assessed this possibility. In Study 1, participants
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were assigned to one of three conditions: a smart reputation condition in which they

5

were told they have a reputation for being smart, an irrelevant reputation control con-
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dition, or a no reputation control condition. Children in the smart reputation condition
were significantly more likely to cheat than their counterparts in either control condition. Study 2 confirmed that reputational concerns are indeed a fundamental part of
our smart reputation effect. These results suggest that children as young as 3 years of
age are able to use reputational cues to guide their behavior, and that telling young
children they have a positive reputation for being smart can have negative
consequences.

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

means. However, despite the significance of this topic there has been

• The current study examined whether telling young children that

are few clear answers about which socialization practices are effec-

very little experimental research on it to date. Consequently, there

they have a reputation for being smart promotes cheating.
• Three- and 5-year-olds were randomly assigned to a smart reputation condition, or one of three control conditions.

tive. This gap in research means that even well-informed parents and
teachers are left with little more than intuitions, personal experiences,
and folk theories to guide them. The present research seeks to fill this

• Children in the smart reputation condition were more likely to

gap by systematically testing the effects of one practice that may in-

cheat in a guessing game than were the children in the control

fluence young children’s tendency to follow rules: telling children that

conditions.

they have a reputation for being smart.

• The results are the first to show that telling children that they have

It is well established that children’s understanding of repu-

a reputation for being smart promotes cheating, and that even

tation emerges over a protracted period of time (Aloise-Young,

3-year-olds are responsive to reputational cues.

1993; Banerjee, 2000; Banerjee, Bennett, & Luke, 2010; Bennett
& Yeeles, 1990; Fu, Heyman, Qian, Guo, & Lee, 2016; Heyman,
Barner, Heumann, & Schenck, 2014; Juvonen & Murdock, 1995;

1 | INTRODUCTION

Watling & Banerjee, 2007). Nevertheless, they acquire a basic understanding of how reputations are obtained and shaped by age 5

For parents and teachers around the world, an important focus of the

(Banerjee, 2002; Gee & Heyman, 2007; Hill & Pillow, 2006). By age

socialization process involves helping children learn to comply with

5 children also show some capacity to act in reputation-enhancing

social rules and not to circumvent them by cheating or other immoral

ways (Engelmann, Herrmann, & Tomasello, 2012; Engelmann, Over,
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Herrmann, & Tomasello, 2013; Fu, Evans, Xu, & Lee, 2012; Fu et al.,

from non-Western samples in developmental theories). To examine

2016; Leimgruber, Shaw, Santos, & Olson, 2012; Piazza, Bering, &

whether reputational cues would affect children’s cheating behavior,

Ingram, 2011). For example, 5-year-olds are more likely to share

we adopted a well-established peeking paradigm that has been ex-

when they are in the presence of a peer than when they are alone

tensively used to study moral behavior in young children (Ding et al.,

(Engelmann et al., 2012). These findings raise the possibility that in

2014; Fu et al., 2016; Heyman, Fu, Lin, Qian, & Lee, 2015; Talwar &

cultural contexts in which being smart is highly valued, telling chil-

Lee, 2002; Talwar, Lee, Bala, & Lindsay, 2002). The version of this

dren that they are smart might motivate them to engage in actions

paradigm being used in the present study involved an experimenter

like cheating that could make them appear smarter even when doing

hiding a playing card behind a barrier and asking children to guess the

so requires them to violate social rules.

number on the card. Children were told that they could win a prize

Although no evidence exists as to whether telling children they

with three correct guesses out of six trials. When children had two

have a reputation for being smart affects their rule-following behav-

correct guesses, the experimenter left the room. Children were told

ior, research has documented that praising children for being smart

not to break the rule by peeking at the card behind the barrier in the

can have a range of negative consequences (Brummelman, Crocker,

experimenter’s absence. However, unbeknownst to them, a hidden

& Bushman, 2016; Cimpian, Arce, Markman, & Dweck, 2007; Elliot

video camera in the room recorded their actions during the experi-

& Dweck, 2013; Kamins & Dweck, 1999; Mueller & Dweck, 1998;

menter’s absence. For the current purpose, cheating is defined as the

Zentall & Morris, 2010). For example, Mueller and Dweck (1998)

engagement of any forms of obvious peeking, which is recoded by

found that fifth graders who were given global ability praise (e.g.,

the camera. The logic of adopting this paradigm is that children need

“you are smart”) showed less task persistence, less task enjoyment,

to cheat in order to ensure success, and that young children tend to

and had worse task performance than children who were praised for

equate successful outcomes with being smart (Heyman, Gee, & Giles,

their effort. Both praising children for being smart and telling them

2003). Thus, informing children that they have a reputation for being

they have a reputation for being smart are likely to make them think

smart potentially poses a threat because their failure in this game may

about how others judge them and thus increase performance pres-

be perceived as a reflection of the fact that they were not living up to

sure. Consequently, it is possible that telling children that they have

their reputation.

a reputation for being smart may also lead to negative consequences

It should be noted that most of the versions of the standard

in rule-following behavior. The present study specifically tests this hy-

peeking paradigm tend to elicit cheating rates close to 90%, which

pothesis with preschool children.

makes it difficult to reveal any significant increase in cheating due

An alternative possibility is that telling preschool children they

to this ceiling effect. To avoid this problem, we modified the stan-

have a reputation for being smart has no effect on their rule-following

dard paradigm whereby the experimenter asked children to prom-

behavior. This possibility is consistent with the evidence that children

ise not to cheat before she left the room. Previous work has shown

have a very limited understanding of what it means to be smart before

that having children promise not to cheat can reduce cheating, with

they are about 7 or 8 years of ages (Nicholls, 1978; Nicholls & Miller,

baseline cheating rates around 50% (see Heyman et al., 2015). Thus,

1983; but see Heyman & Compton, 2006, and Wimmer, Wachter,

this modification created a situation where we could manipulate rep-

& Perner, 1982, for evidence of sophisticated thinking about ability

utational cues to test whether this would affect rates of cheating

by age 5). Further, children younger than 7 or 8 show less concern

behavior.

than older children about intellectual ability information when making judgments about people (Benenson & Dweck, 1986; Stipek & Iver,
1989). These findings suggest that young children may not know what

2 | STUDY 1

it means to have a reputation for being smart or may not care about
having such a reputation.

To address our hypotheses, we randomly assigned children to one of

It may also be that the effects of learning one has a reputation for

the following three conditions. In the smart reputation experimental

being smart change with age over preschool years. This possibility is

condition (for short, smart reputation condition), at the beginning of

based on the fact that no evidence to date has demonstrated that

the game, the experimenter informed children that they had a rep-

children younger than 4 years of age show any reputation concerns,

utation among their teachers and classmates for being smart. The

whereas there is evidence that children at 5 begin to show reputa-

no reputation control condition (for short, no reputation condition) is

tional concerns (Fu et al., 2016). Thus, it is possible that the effect

identical to the smart reputation condition except that the experi-

of telling children that they have a reputation for being smart on

menter did not give any information relating to their reputation. In

their rule-following behavior may increase with age between 3 and

addition to these two conditions, we also included the irrelevant

5 years.

reputation control condition (for short, irrelevant reputation condi-

In the present research, we examine whether informing preschool

tion). This condition was identical to the smart reputation condition

children that they have a reputation for being smart would motivate

except that the experimenter told children that they had a reputation

them to uphold this reputation by violating social rules. We assessed

among their teachers and classmates for being clean. Cleanliness has

our hypotheses among 3-  and 5-year-old children in China (see

been used as a control trait in prior research (Li, Heyman, Xu, & Lee,

Legare & Harris, 2016, regarding the importance of incorporating data

2014) and its importance is highly emphasized to young children in

|

ZHAO et al.

3 of 8

China. We included this condition to examine the specificity of any

could not see what was on the experimenter’s side of the table without

potential effect of telling children that they have a reputation for

engaging in some forms of obvious peeking (i.e., by getting out of their

being smart.

seat or leaning across the divider), which ensured that the cheating

Based on the existing albeit indirect evidence, we predicted that

measure (as recorded by the hidden camera) had a reliability of 100%.

telling children they have a reputation for being smart would make

Participants were first given a practice trial, and then six formal tri-

them more inclined to cheat because it motivates them to try to main-

als. On each trial, they were presented with a single card selected from

tain this reputation. Given the general finding that children’s under-

a custom deck of cards in which each card had a value less than 6 on

standing of reputation and desire to maintain it tend to increase with

one side and a value greater than 6 on the other side. This custom set

age, we also predicted that the tendency to cheat in the smart repu-

allowed the experimenter to provide standardized success and failure

tation condition would increase with age. Further, we predicted that

feedback, regardless of what children guessed: Trial 1 and Trial 4 were

with increased age, children would become more inclined to cheat in

always success trials, and Trials 2, 3, and 5 were always failure trials.

the smart reputation condition than in the irrelevant reputation con-

Before guessing on each trial, the participant was reminded that no

dition, as their behavior might become increasingly influenced by the

peeking was allowed; and after guessing, the participant was allowed

specific nature of their positive reputation.

to check whether he or she was correct.
At the beginning of the final trial (Trial 6), the participant was told

2.1 | Methods
2.1.1 | Participants

that he or she had only one more chance to get the third correct answer
that was needed to win the gift. Then the experimenter’s cell phone
rang and she pretended to answer. She told the participant that she had
to leave and would be back soon. She then said, “Let me put the last

Participants were 243 children from a preschool in eastern China, with

card down now. When I’m back you can tell me whether you think the

120 in the 3-year-old group (aged from 3 years 1 month to 3 years 12

card is greater or less than 6. Remember not to peek while I’m gone.”

months; M = 3.62 years, SD = 0.24 years; 62 boys and 58 girls) and

The experimenter then left the room for 60 seconds. Just before the

123 in the 5-year-old group (aged from 5 years 1 month to 5 years 12

experimenter left the room, a verbal promise not to cheat (see Heyman

months; M = 5.49 years, SD = 0.30 years; 65 boys and 58 girls). For the

et al., 2015) was elicited from participants. The participants were told,

younger group, there were 40 participants in each of three conditions,

“I want you to promise that you are not going to peek”, and were asked

and for the older group there were 41 participants in each condition.

to verbally repeat, “I promise I will not peek at the card.” All participants

All participants were Han Chinese from middle-class backgrounds,

promised not to peek. After the experimenter came back, the partici-

and the sessions were conducted in Chinese.

pant was asked whether the card was greater or less than 6. Cheating
was assessed as peeking behavior during these 60 seconds. Among

2.1.2 | Design and procedure

children who peeked, the cheating latencies were also calculated.
The procedure was identical across three conditions except for the

Participants were tested in one-on-one sessions in a private room at

reputation manipulation. In the two reputation conditions, before be-

their preschool. We used a between-subjects design in which partici-

ginning the formal trials, the experimenter told each participant that

pants were randomly assigned to one of the three conditions. The en-

she had learned his or her reputation from teachers and other students

tire procedure was videotaped by a hidden camera.

in the class. Specifically, in the smart reputation condition, the partic-

A version of the temptation resistance paradigm (Ding et al.,

ipant was told, “I know teachers and kids in your class and they told

2014; Fu et al., 2016; Heyman et al., 2015; Talwar & Lee, 2002;

me you are a smart kid.” In the irrelevant reputation condition, they

Talwar et al., 2002) was adapted from one used by Heyman et al.

were told, “I know teachers and kids in your class and they told me

(2015). Each participant was instructed not to peek in a card guess-

you are a clean kid.” In both conditions, this reputational information

ing game in which he or she sat opposite the experimenter (a female

was provided only once. In the no reputation condition, there was no

graduate student) at a table. The experimenter told participants that

reputational cue.

they were going to play a number guessing game in which they could
win a desirable gift if they guessed correctly on three or more trials
within a total number of six trials. On each trial, participants were

2.2 | Results and discussion

presented with a single card that was taken from a set of six play-

Cheating rates broken down by age group and condition are shown in

ing cards. The value of the six cards ranged from 3 to 9, with the

Figure 1 and Table 1. As can be seen in the figure, the cheating rate

number 6 missing. The goal of the task was to guess whether the

was higher in the smart reputation condition than that in either of the

number on each card was greater or less than 6. Before starting,

control conditions, but those in the two control conditions were simi-

participants viewed all six cards and were asked whether each of

lar. This tendency was the same for both age groups. Also, regardless

the cards was greater or less than 6. All participants answered these

of conditions, boys had higher cheating rates than girls (see Table 1).

questions correctly.

To confirm these observations statistically, we conducted a binary

During the game, the experimenter placed a cardboard divider be-

logistic regression analysis with cheating behavior (0 = no cheating, 1

tween the participant and herself to make sure that the participants

= cheating) as the predicted variable, gender (0 = girls, 1 = boys), age

|
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Smart reputation (Study 1)

three conditions, either for the whole sample, or for each subgroup

Irrelevant reputation control (Study 1)

(i.e., 3-year-olds and 5-year-olds, as well as boys and girls; ps > .1).
Overall, Study 1 showed that children cheated significantly more in

No reputation control (Study 1)

80%

the smart reputation condition than in either of the control conditions.

Smart reputation control (Study 2)

70%

Moreover, inconsistent with the hypothesis that the desire to main-

60%

tain a smart reputation increases with age, we found that 3-year-olds

50%

showed the same pattern of results as 5-year-olds.

40%
30%

3 | STUDY 2

20%
10%

Study 1 provides evidence that telling both 3- and 5-year-olds that they

0%

have a reputation for being smart increases their willingness to cheat.

3-year-olds

5-year-olds
Age groups

Total sample

However, it is unclear whether this smart reputation effect would be
specific to the person who told the child that he or she had a smart repu-

F I G U R E 1 Percentage of participants who cheated for each age
group in different conditions across two studies

tation. An alternative is that it is simply a response to being told that they
are smart regardless of who informed them of their smart reputation.
Study 2 tests these possibilities by introducing a new control condition in

group (0 = 3-year-olds, 1 = 5-year-olds), condition (0 = smart reputation,

which one experimenter provided the child with the smart reputation in-

1 = irrelevant reputation, 2 = no reputation, which were later recorded

formation and the second experimenter who appeared to know nothing

into two dummy variables for analysis), as well as their interactions as

about their reputation tested the child on the guessing game (for short,

the predictor variables.

the smart reputation control condition). If children are concerned with up-

The regression model was significant, χ2(3, N = 243) = 14.14, p =

.003, −2Log likelihood = 322.53, Nagelkerk R2 = .075. As presented in

holding their reputation to a specific individual, they should cheat significantly less than the children in the smart reputation condition.

Table 2, two significant effects were included in the model. One was
the significant main effect of condition (p = .017). A priori comparisons
with the smart reputation condition as the reference for the predictor
variable showed that a significantly higher proportion of participants
cheated in the smart reputation condition than in the no reputation

3.1 | Methods
3.1.1 | Participants

condition (p = .009), as well as in the irrelevant reputation condition (p =

Participants were 40 3-year-old children (aged from 3 years 1 month

.020). The other was a main effect of gender, with a smaller proportion

to 3 years 12 months; M = 3.59 years, SD = 0.24 years; 21 boys and 19

of girls cheating across three conditions (p = .019). No other effects

girls) and 40 5-year-old children (aged from 5 years 1 month to 5 years

were included in the model (ps > .1). These results support our hypothe-

12 months; M = 5.52 years, SD = 0.32 years; 21 boys and 19 girls) from

sis that telling children they have a reputation for being smart promotes

the same preschool. None of them had participated in Study 1. All

their cheating behavior. In contrast, providing children with irrelevant

participants were Han Chinese.

reputation information does not affect their cheating behavior.
In addition, we also compared the cheating latencies for participants who cheated among three different conditions. Given that the

3.1.2 | Design and procedure

latencies were not normally distributed, we adopted a series of non-

We used the same design and procedure as the smart reputation

parametric analyses (i.e., Kruskal-Wallis H tests and Mann-Whitney U

condition of Study 1, except that rather than having only one experi-

tests). We found no significant differences in these latencies among

menter run the session, there were two experimenters, E1 and E2,

Study 1

Study 2

Subgroups

Smart reputation

Irrelevant
reputation
control

No reputation
control

Smart
reputation
control

3-year-olds

67.5%

42.5%

47.5%

40.0%

5-year-olds

56.1%

43.9%

34.1%

32.5%

Boys

68.2%

54.8%

43.9%

45.2%

Girls

54.1%

30.8%

37.5%

26.3%

Total sample

61.7%

43.2%

40.7%

36.3%

T A B L E 1 Cheating rates in different
conditions across two studies

|
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Logistic regression results for children’s cheating behavior as predicted by condition, age and gender in Study 1
95% CI OR

Predictor variables

OR

Lower

Upper

.47

.25

.89

.009

.43

.23

.81

1

.019

.54

.32

.90

1

.004

2.17

B

SE

Wald
8.17

2

.017

Condition (1)
(irrelevant reputation vs. smart reputation)

−.75

.32

5.41

1

.020

Condition (2)
(no reputation vs. smart reputation)

−.85

.33

6.82

1

Gender

−.62

.27

5.48

.77

.27

8.47

Condition

Constant

df

p

Note. Wald, Wald test (z-ratio); OR, odds ratio; CI OR, confidence interval for odds ratio.

both of whom were female graduate students. E1 presented the repu-

we conducted a binary logistic regression analysis combining this new

tation information in the first stage and left. E2 then tested partici-

condition with the smart reputation and no reputation control condi-

pants on formal trials in the second stage.

tions in Study 1. The predicted variable was cheating (0 = no cheating,

In Stage 1, when participants arrived, E1 introduced herself as a

1 = cheating), and the predictors were condition (0 = smart reputa-

visitor from a distant city, who would go back to her city soon and

tion control, 1 = smart reputation, 2 = no reputation, which were later

wanted to play a game with them before leaving. E1 gave the same in-

recorded into two dummy variables for analysis), gender (0 = girls, 1

structions about how to play the game that were provided in the smart

= boys), age group (0 = 3-year-olds, 1 = 5-year-olds), as well as their

reputation condition of Study 1, set up the game in the same way, and

interactions.

gave the same smart reputation information (“I know teachers and kids

Results showed that the regression model was significant, χ2(3, N

in your class and they told me you are a smart kid”). However, in con-

= 242) = 16.489, p = .001, −2Log likelihood = 317.65, Nagelkerk R2 =

trast to that smart reputation condition, E1 then looked at her watch

.088. The effects included in the model are presented in Table 3. As

and said: “Oh, it is time for me to go to the airport. I’m sorry that I must

can be seen from the table, there were two main effects. One was the

leave now. I have to catch a plane and will never come back. I’ll ask

main effect of condition (p = .003). A priori comparisons with the new

someone (E2, who was absent during Stage 1) at this preschool to play

smart reputation control condition as the reference for the predictor

the following game with you, OK?” E1 then left the room.

showed that the cheating rate in this new condition was significantly

In Stage 2, E2 came in and discovered that the child was waiting

lower than that in the previous smart reputation condition (p = .001),

for a teacher to come to play with them. She then played a series of

whereas it was not significantly different from that in the no repu-

six formal trials with participants. The procedure was identical to that

tation condition (p > .1). The other was the gender effect (p = .037),

of Study 1, and cheating behavior was recorded and measured in the

revealing that a significantly higher percentage of boys cheated across

same way, again with a reliability of 100%.

conditions, as compared with girls. No other effects were included in
the model (ps > .1).
In addition, by conducting a series of non-parametric analyses (i.e.,

3.2 | Results and discussion

Kruskal-Wallis H tests and Mann-Whitney U tests), we found that the

Cheating rates in this smart reputation control condition for age and

cheating latencies in the new control condition did not significantly

gender groups are also presented in Table 1. For the current purpose,

differ from those in the previous smart reputation or no reputation

T A B L E 3 Logistic regression results for children’s cheating behavior as predicted by condition (smart reputation control,a smart reputation,b
no reputationb), age and gender in Study 2
95% CI OR
Predictor variables

Condition 2
(no reputation vs. smart reputation control)

Lower

Upper

.001

2.86

1.50

5.46

.533

1.23

.65

2.33

.34

0.97

SE

Wald
11.59

2

.003

1.05

.33

10.21

1

.20

.33

.39

1

Condition
Condition 1
(smart reputation vs. smart reputation control)

df

OR

B

p

Gender

−.56

.27

4.36

1

.037

.57

Constant

−.31

.26

2.75

1

.237

.73

Note. aCondition in Study 2; bconditions in Study 1. Wald, Wald test (z-ratio); OR, odds ratio; CI OR, confidence interval for odds ratio.
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Our finding that 3-year-olds showed evidence of reputational sensitivity in the present research also raises questions about why Fu et al.

In sum, Study 2 provides evidence that our smart reputation effect

(2016) found evidence of reputational sensitivity in 5-year-olds, but

seen in Study 1 is specific to the person who told the child about his

not younger children, in response to having a “good kid” reputation.

or her smart reputation.

This may have to do with children’s understanding of being smart versus their understanding of being good, or with the behaviors thought

4 | GENERAL DISCUSSION

to be associated with these traits. For example, it may be that children
are more highly motivated to appear smart at a younger age or that
for 3-year-olds the decision about whether to cheat is seen as having

In the present research, we found that telling 3- and 5-year-olds that

clearer implications for being smart than for being good. There are also

they had a reputation for being smart promoted cheating. In Study

methodological reasons why we might see this difference. Notably,

1, children given this information showed significantly higher cheat-

in Fu et al. (2016) children showed evidence of reputational sensitiv-

ing rates than children who had received information concerning

ity by decreasing their cheating in comparison with a baseline condi-

their reputation about an irrelevant trait (cleanliness) and those who

tion, whereas in our study children showed evidence of reputational

received no information about their reputation. In Study 2, we found

sensitivity by increasing their cheating in comparison with a baseline

evidence that the smart reputation effect seen in Study 1 should be

condition. Only the former condition likely required inhibitory control

understood in terms of children’s interest in upholding their smart

strategies to exert reputation management, and the use of such strat-

reputation.

egies in the service of compliance with prohibitive rules is likely to be

Our findings build on evidence that young children’s concerns

viewed more favorably with age (Lagattuta, 2005).

about reputation have implications for morally relevant behavior

Another unexpected finding in the present research was that boys

(Engelmann et al., 2013; Fu et al., 2016; Leimgruber et al., 2012;

tended to cheat more than girls. This finding parallels those seen in

Piazza et al., 2011; Ross, Smith, Spielmacher, & Recchia, 2004; Shaw

some studies of adults conducted in the fields of economics and psy-

et al., 2014; Stipek, Recchia, McClintic, & Lewis, 1992). Our work sug-

chology, in which males were more likely than females to engage in

gests that different types of reputation information can have different

acts of dishonesty such as cheating (e.g., Alm, Jackson, & McKee, 2009;

behavioral consequences: we found that unlike the smart reputation

Bucciol, Landini, & Piovesan, 2013; Houser, List, Piovesan, Samek, &

condition, the irrelevant reputation condition, in which children were

Winter, 2016). This could be because males tend to be socialized to be

told they had a reputation for being clean, had no effect on cheating

more individualistically oriented and thus are more likely than females

rates. This suggests that our participants were sensitive to the relation

to engage in risk-taking behavior (e.g., Baillargeon et al., 2007; Robbins

between their reputation and what they could do to maintain it, given

& Martin, 1993; Tibbetts, 1997; Tibbetts & Herz, 1996). There is also

that cheating had the potential to make them appear smarter but not

evidence that girls are more responsive than boys to the socialization

to appear cleaner. The results of Study 2 also suggest that children

efforts of their parents and caregivers (Baillargeon et al., 2007; Bucciol

were sensitive to the target of their reputational concerns: they only

& Piovesan, 2011). For example, in their study with 5- to 15-year-old

increased their cheating in response to individuals with whom they

children, Bucciol and Piovesan (2011) assessed cheating by measur-

felt they had a smart reputation to uphold. Furthermore, our work

ing the over-reporting of prize-winning outcomes, and found that girls

demonstrates that young children’s efforts to engage in reputation

were more likely than boys to follow explicit instructions not to cheat.

management do not always lead to behavior that is more prosocial or

Taken together, these findings suggest early emerging gender differ-

less antisocial.

ences in rule violating tendencies. However, because gender effects

One of the most striking findings in our study was that 3-year-olds

have not been observed in other research using paradigms similar to

behaved very much like 5-year-olds in their patterns of responses to

the one used in the present research (e.g., Ding et al., 2014; Fu et al.,

the different conditions across two studies. The effectiveness of the

2016; Heyman et al., 2015), it will be important to assess the replica-

smart reputation manipulation with 3-year-olds is surprising given that

bility of this pattern before any firm conclusions can be drawn.

negative consequences of ability-related praise have only been docu-

Although our research reveals that informing young children that

mented in children older than this age (e.g., Cimpian et al., 2007; Elliot

they have a reputation for being smart can have a negative effect on

& Dweck, 2013; Kamins & Dweck, 1999; Mueller & Dweck, 1998;

their moral behavior, further research will be needed to thoroughly un-

Zentall & Morris, 2010). In addition, 3-year-olds have much more lim-

derstand the underlying mechanism of this effect. In particular, further

ited knowledge than 5-year-olds of traits like intelligence (Boseovski,

research is needed to assess the extent to which our results imply that

Chiu, & Marcovitch, 2013; Li et al., 2014; but see Lane, Wellman, &

young children care about having a reputation for being smart, and

Gelman, 2013, for evidence that even 3-year-olds have some capacity

how specific these effects are. Further research will also be needed

to engage in trait-related reasoning). Thus, the present findings suggest

to pull apart the effects of cheating and promise breaking. As noted

that 3-year-olds either have a more sophisticated understanding of

previously, we included a promise manipulation to avoid ceiling effects

being smart than is suggested by prior research, or that they need only

in cheating rates, which meant that children could not cheat without

a skeletal understanding of what it means to use what people say about

breaking a promise. Thus, our study in effect showed that the smart

it to guide their own behavior (see Lewis, Alessandri, & Sullivan, 1992).

reputation manipulation leads to an increase in children’s willingness

ZHAO et al.

to violate a promise by cheating. Future specifically designed studies
will be needed to determine whether we would have significant cheating effects in the absence of a promise not to do so.
In summary, the present research is the first to demonstrate that
telling children they have a reputation for being smart may have the
unintended consequence of motivating them to cheat in pursuit of
personal gain. This new finding, along with the extensive evidence
about the effects of praise on children’s motivation, suggests that providing positive information to children about their intellectual ability
can have unintended negative consequences. Further, our findings
show that different reputational cues affect moral behaviors differently in children as young as 3 years of age, suggesting that children
this young are already sensitive to reputational information and will
act accordingly.

REFERENCES
Alm, J., Jackson, B.R., & McKee, M. (2009). Getting the word out:
Enforcement information dissemination and compliance behavior.
Journal of Public Economics, 93, 392–402.
Aloise-Young, P.A. (1993). The development of self-presentation: Self-
promotion in 6- to 10-year-old children. Social Cognition, 11, 201–222.
Baillargeon, R.H., Zoccolillo, M., Keenan, K., Côté, S., Pérusse, D., Wu, H., …
Tremblay, R.E. (2007). Gender differences in physical aggression: A prospective population-based survey of children before and after 2 years
of age. Developmental Psychology, 43, 13–26.
Banerjee, R. (2000). The development of an understanding of modesty.
British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 18, 499–517.
Banerjee, R. (2002). Audience effects on self-presentation in childhood.
Social Development, 11, 487–507.
Banerjee, R., Bennett, M., & Luke, N. (2010). Upsetting others and provoking ridicule: Children’s reasoning about the self-presentational consequences of rule violation. British Journal of Developmental Psychology,
28, 941–947.
Benenson, J.F., & Dweck, C.S. (1986). The development of trait explanations and self-evaluations in the academic and social domains. Child
Development, 57, 1179–1187.
Bennett, M., & Yeeles, C. (1990). Children’s understanding of showing off.
Journal of Social Psychology, 130, 591–596.
Boseovski, J.J., Chiu, K., & Marcovitch, S. (2013). Integration of behavioral
frequency and intention information in young children’s trait attributions. Social Development, 22, 38–57.
Brummelman, E., Crocker, J., & Bushman, B.J. (2016). The praise paradox:
When and why praise backfires in children with low self-esteem. Child
Development Perspectives, 10, 111–115.
Bucciol, A., Landini, F., & Piovesan, M. (2013). Unethical behavior in the
field: Demographic characteristics and beliefs of the cheater. Journal of
Economic Behavior and Organization, 93, 248–257.
Bucciol, A., & Piovesan, M. (2011). Luck or cheating? A field experiment
on honesty with children. Journal of Economic Psychology, 32, 73–78.
Cimpian, A., Arce, H.M.C., Markman, E.M., & Dweck, C.S. (2007). Subtle
linguistic cues affect children’s motivation. Psychological Science, 18,
314–316.
Ding, X.P., Omrin, D.S., Evans, A.D., Fu, G., Chen, G., & Lee, K. (2014).
Elementary school children’s cheating behavior and its cognitive correlates. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 121, 85–95.
Elliot, A.J., & Dweck, C.S. (Eds.) (2013). Handbook of competence and motivation. New York: Guilford Press.
Engelmann, J.M., Herrmann, E., & Tomasello, M. (2012). Five-year olds, but
not chimpanzees, attempt to manage their reputations. PLoS ONE, 7,
e48433.

|

7 of 8

Engelmann, J.M., Over, H., Herrmann, E., & Tomasello, M. (2013). Young
children care more about their reputation with ingroup members and
potential reciprocators. Developmental Science, 16, 952–958.
Fu, G., Evans, A.D., Xu, F., & Lee, K. (2012). Young children can tell strategic lies after committing a transgression. Journal of Experimental Child
Psychology, 113, 147–158.
Fu, G., Heyman, G.D., Qian, M., Guo, T., & Lee, K. (2016). Young children with
a positive reputation to maintain are less likely to cheat. Developmental
Science, 19, 275–283.
Gee, C.L., & Heyman, G.D. (2007). Children’s evaluation of other people’s
self-descriptions. Social Development, 16, 800–818.
Heyman, G.D., Barner, D., Heumann, J., & Schenck, L. (2014). Children’s
sensitivity to ulterior motives when evaluating prosocial behavior.
Cognitive Science, 38, 683–700.
Heyman, G.D., & Compton, B.J. (2006). Context sensitivity in children’s reasoning about ability across the elementary school years. Developmental
Science, 9, 616–627.
Heyman, G.D., Gee, C.L., & Giles, J.W. (2003). Preschool children’s reasoning about ability. Child Development, 74, 516–534.
Heyman, G.D., Fu, G., Lin, J., Qian, M.K., & Lee, K. (2015). Eliciting promises from children reduces cheating. Journal of Experimental Child
Psychology, 139, 242–248.
Hill, V., & Pillow, B.H. (2006). Children’s understanding of reputations.
Journal of Genetic Psychology, 167, 137–157.
Houser, D., List, J.A., Piovesan, M., Samek, A., & Winter, J. (2016). Dishonesty:
From parents to children. European Economic Review, 82, 242–254.
Juvonen, J., & Murdock, T.B. (1995). Grade-level differences in the social
value of effort: Implications for self-presentation tactics of early adolescents. Child Development, 66, 1694–1705.
Kamins, M.L., & Dweck, C.S. (1999). Person versus process praise and criticism: Implications for contingent self-worth and coping. Developmental
Psychology, 35, 835–847.
Lagattuta, K.H. (2005). When you shouldn’t do what you want to do:
Young children’s understanding of desires, rules, and emotions. Child
Development, 76, 713–733.
Lane, J.D., Wellman, H.M., & Gelman, S.A. (2013). Informants’ traits weigh
heavily in young children’s trust in testimony and in their epistemic inferences. Child Development, 84, 1253–1268.
Legare, C.H., & Harris, P.L. (2016). The ontogeny of cultural learning. Child
Development, 87, 633–642.
Leimgruber, K.L., Shaw, A., Santos, L.R., & Olson, K.R. (2012). Young children are more generous when others are aware of their actions. PLoS
ONE, 7, e48292.
Lewis, M., Alessandri, S.M., & Sullivan, M.W. (1992). Differences in shame
and pride as a function of children’s gender and task difficulty. Child
Development, 63, 630–638.
Li, Q.G., Heyman, G.D., Xu, F., & Lee, K. (2014). Young children’s use of
honesty as a basis for selective trust. Journal of Experimental Child
Psychology, 117, 59–72.
Mueller, C.M., & Dweck, C.S. (1998). Praise for intelligence can undermine
children’s motivation and performance. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 75, 33–52.
Nicholls, J.G. (1978). The development of the concepts of effort and ability,
perception of academic attainment, and the understanding that difficult tasks require more ability. Child Development, 49, 800–814.
Nicholls, J.G., & Miller, A.T. (1983). The differentiation of the concepts of
difficulty and ability. Child Development, 54, 951–959.
Piazza, J., Bering, J.M., & Ingram, G. (2011). “Princess Alice is watching
you”: Children’s belief in an invisible person inhibits cheating. Journal of
Experimental Child Psychology, 109, 311–320.
Robbins, C.A., & Martin, S.S. (1993). Gender, styles of deviance, and drinking problems. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 34, 302–321.
Ross, H.S., Smith, J., Spielmacher, C., & Recchia, H. (2004). Shading the
truth: Self-serving biases in children’s reports of sibling conflicts.
Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 50, 61–85.

8 of 8

|

Shaw, A., Montinari, N., Piovesan, M., Olson, K.R., Gino, F., & Norton, M.I.
(2014). Children develop a veil of fairness. Journal of Experimental
Psychology: General, 143, 363–375.
Stipek, D., & Iver, D.M. (1989). Developmental change in children’s assessment of intellectual competence. Child Development, 60, 521–538.
Stipek, D., Recchia, S., McClintic, S., & Lewis, M. (1992). Self-evaluation
in young children. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child
Development, 57(1, Serial No. 226).
Talwar, V., & Lee, K. (2002). Development of lying to conceal a transgression: Children’s control of expressive behaviour during verbal deception. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 26, 436–444.
Talwar, V., Lee, K., Bala, N., & Lindsay, R.C.L. (2002). Children’s conceptual
knowledge of lying and its relation to their actual behaviors: Implications for
court competence examinations. Law and Human Behavior, 26, 395–415.
Tibbetts, S.G. (1997). Gender differences in students’ rational decisions to
cheat. Deviant Behavior, 18, 393–414.
Tibbetts, S.G., & Herz, D.C. (1996). Gender differences in factors of social
control and rational choice. Deviant Behavior, 17, 183–208.

ZHAO et al.

Watling, D., & Banerjee, R. (2007). Children’s understanding of modesty
in front of peer and adult audiences. Infant and Child Development, 16,
227–236.
Wimmer, H., Wachter, J., & Perner, J. (1982). Cognitive autonomy of the
development of moral evaluation of achievement. Child Development,
53, 668–676.
Zentall, S.R., & Morris, B.J. (2010). “Good job, you’re so smart”: The effects
of inconsistency of praise type on young children’s motivation. Journal
of Experimental Child Psychology, 107, 155–163.

How to cite this article: Zhao L, Heyman GD, Chen L, Lee K.
Telling young children they have a reputation for being smart
promotes cheating. Dev Sci. 2017;e12585. https://doi.
org/10.1111/desc.12585

