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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

The Development and Understanding of Selective Trust in Preschool Children 

by  

Kimberly E. Vanderbilt 

Doctor of Philosophy in Psychology  

University of California, San Diego, 2013 

Professor Gail Heyman, Chair 
Professor David Liu, Co-Chair 

 The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate preschool children’s selective 

trust and understanding of reliability.  These experiments present new key findings in the 

area of selective trust.  

 Chapter 1 investigated children’s reasoning about the reliability of sources based 

on honesty.  Children received advice in a search task from speakers with either a history 

of helpfulness or deception. Three- and four-year-olds did not discriminate between 

helpful and deceptive sources, even though 4-year-olds identified and predicted the future 

behavior of deceptive sources. Five-year-olds systematically preferred advice from 
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helpers. These results suggest children distrust deceptive sources by 5 years of age, and 

that children may have knowledge of mental states they do not apply to their trust 

judgments. Children’s ability to selectively trust honest sources was also related to their 

theory of mind understanding. 

 Chapter 2 investigated whether children make relative or absolute judgments 

about the reliability of inaccurate sources. Children heard testimony about novel object 

names from speakers with a history of correctly or incorrectly labeling familiar objects. 

Children tended to accept labels provided by inaccurate informants, unless another source 

(with a history of accurate labeling, or no known history) also provided conflicting 

testimony. These results suggest young children use prior accuracy to determine the 

relative reliability of informants, but still trust a single informant alone, regardless of that 

informant’s past reliability. 

 Chapter 3 investigated whether children’s selective trust is influenced by the 

reason a source is unreliable (bad knowledge or bad intentions), and the strength of cues 

about a source’s unreliability. Children heard a puppet give inaccurate advice in a search 

task as a consequence of bad knowledge or bad intentions. With only minimal cues to 

speakers’ mental states, children distrusted incompetent sources more than deceptive 

ones, but with stronger cues to unreliability, children distrusted both sources equally. 

This suggests children have more difficulty reasoning about unreliability resulting from 

bad intentions.  

 Collectively, this research highlights the importance of understanding children’s 

trust judgments as well as the reasoning behind them, and suggests children’s decisions to 
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trust sources may not always reflect knowledge they have about the mental states of 

others. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Development and Understanding of Selective Trust in Preschool Children 

 The ability to judge the reliability of sources is of the utmost importance in social 

life.  Because social life requires that we absorb information at a rate far exceeding our 

ability to gain information firsthand, we often rely on other people to provide us with 

information about the world. For example, we commonly rely on others to teach us about 

the existence of germs and bacteria, world history and events, whether a particular animal 

is classified as a reptile or a fish, and even tomorrow’s weather. Children especially, must 

rapidly acquire a great deal of information about the world, and often rely on other people 

to teach them such information. Although the transmission of information between 

individuals and across generation affords us many benefits (both as individuals and as a 

species) there are also inherent dangers to accepting information from others. As adults, 

we know to be skeptical of the information we receiver from others, or risk being 

misinformed or misled. But when do children learn this critical social skill? When do 

children learn to be skeptical of the information others provide?  

Background 

 Recently this question has attracted a great deal of interest in the domain of social 

cognitive development, and a growing body of research has begun to investigate how 

children learn to judge the reliability of sources. Despite their reputation as gullible and 

impressionable (Dawkins 1993), many studies suggests that young children do have some 

ability to trust more reliable over less reliable sources (Birch, Vauthier, & Bloom, 2008; 

Clement, Koenig, & Harris, 2004; Jaswal & Malone, 2007; Jaswal & Neely, 2006; 
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Koenig, Clement, & Harris, 2004; Koenig & Harris, 2005; Lampinen & Smith, 1995; 

Lutz & Keil, 2002; Pasquini, Corriveau, Koenig, & Harris, 2007; Sabbagh & Baldwin, 

2001).  Much of this research has been conducted within the context of word learning.  In 

a typical example of these studies, Koenig and Harris (2005) presented preschool-age 

children with two speakers who provided conflicting labels for objects.  During 

familiarization trials, one speaker provided accurate labels for familiar objects and the 

other speaker provided inaccurate labels for the same objects.  In subsequent test trials, a 

novel object was introduced and the speakers provided conflicting novel names for it.  

Results showed that 4-year-olds selectively endorsed labels from speakers who had 

accurately named the familiar objects and expected these speakers to continue to provide 

more accurate labels. Other studies have found similar results with respect to learning 

novel words (see Harris, 2007; Harris & Corriveau, 2011 for reviews) and novel object 

functions (Birch, et al., 2008; DiYanni & Keleman 2008; Jaswal, 2006; Koenig & Harris, 

2005). Taken together, these studies suggest that preschool-age children are not only able 

to judge the relative accuracy of speakers, but are able to track accuracy over time and 

predict that speakers who were previously accurate will continue to be accurate in the 

future. 

 There is also evidence that by age 4 children are sensitive to the relative reliability 

of sources even when they don’t have the clear contrast between a speaker who is always 

reliable and one who is never reliable. Pasquini, et al. (2007) showed that 4-year-olds 

(but not 3-year-olds) selectively relied on the testimony of a speaker who was correct 

75% of the time over a speaker who was correct only 25% of the time. This suggests that 
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by 4 years of age, children are able to rely on the more reliable of two sources, and 

further, that preschool children track the relative number of errors made by speakers and 

subsequently use that information to judge those speakers’ relative reliability.  

 There is also evidence that preschool children make assumptions about why some 

sources may be more knowledgeable than others (Lutz & Keil, 2002; Lampinen & Smith, 

1995; Jaswal, 2006; Jaswal & Neely, 2006; Jaswal & Malone, 2007; Sabbagh & Baldwin, 

2001; VanderBorght & Jaswal, 2009). For example, preschool children are aware that a 

more confident speaker is likely to be a more reliable source: children as young as 3 years 

of age will selectively trust a more confident speaker over another speaker who expresses 

ignorance (Koenig & Harris 2005) or uncertainty (Birch, Akmal, & Frampton, 2009; 

Jaswal & Malone, 2007; Sabbagh & Baldwin, 2001) about the information they provide.  

 There is also some evidence that children take into account aspects of the mental 

states of sources. For example, children are aware of and keep track of  speakers’ 

knowledge-states. A study by Robinson, Champion, and Mitchell (1999) asked 

preschool-age children to guess which of two objects was hidden inside a container. 

Children then heard an adult speaker provide testimony that conflicted with their guess. 

Children were especially likely to alter their predictions to match those of a speaker 

whom they had previously seen look inside the container. This suggests that children are 

sensitive to a speaker’s access to relevant knowledge when predicting reliability. Further, 

children will excuse inaccuracy with good cause, indicating that children are sensitive to 

the reason a source is incorrect. Work by Robinson and Nurmsoo (Robinson & Nurmsoo, 

2009; Nurmsoo & Robinson, 2009a) showed that children are subsequently willing to 
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rely on a speaker who was previously blindfolded over a speaker who named the same 

objects wrong inexplicably. This shows that children understand at least some of the 

reasons underlying other people’s inaccuracies. These studies also demonstrate evidence 

that children deeply process the reasoning behind a speaker’s inaccuracies, rather than 

simply avoiding unreliable source as though it were “broken” (but see Nurmsoo & 

Robinson, 2009b for evidence that this is not always the case).  

 The Present Research 

 Although there is a great deal of research devoted to understanding of children’s 

selective trust, there are still many unanswered questions about how children reason 

about the reliability of sources. For example, although we know a great deal about how 

children reason about the competency of sources, comparatively little research has 

addressed how children reason about the honesty of sources (but see Mascaro & Sperber, 

2009; Heyman, Sritanyaratana, & Vanderbilt, 2013). Do children understand that a 

source may know the right answer, but convey the wrong answer on purpose? We also do 

not know a great deal about the nature of the inferences children draw about sources. We 

know that children are quite good at trusting more competent over less competent sources 

(Koenig & Harris, 2005; Pasquini et al., 2007), but we do not know what types of 

inferences children make about these sources individually; do children consider 

inaccurate sources to be wholly unreliable in these cases, or just slightly less reliable than 

the accurate source but still generally reliable? Current research in this area does not 

distinguish between these inferences (Liu & Vanderbilt, 2013). Additionally, although we 

know that children often take into account the reason for a speaker’s inaccuracy 
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(Robinson & Nurmsoo, 2009; Nurmsoo & Robinson, 2009), we do not know how 

children use the mental states of speakers to make inferences about reliability. Are 

children sensitive to the fact that speakers can be unreliable for difference reasons 

(incompetence, malevolence) and do they differentiate between sources based on these 

differences? Although such mental state information has varied between studies,  a direct 

well-controlled comparison of how children use each of these factors in isolation has not 

yet been conducted. Understanding the answers to these questions would provide a more 

complete picture of children’s reasoning about reliability, and how their understanding 

relates to other developing abilities, such as theory of mind.  

 The purpose of the research in this dissertation is to investigate children’s 

selective trust and understanding of source reliability. We do this in three different ways: 

In Chapter One we investigate when children begin to distrust deceptive sources, the 

inferences they make about such sources, and how their selective trust relates to their 

understanding of mental states. In Chapter Two, we investigate the nature of the 

inferences children make about unreliable sources by testing whether children make 

relative or absolute judgments about source reliability. And in Chapter Three, we 

investigate how the reason for a source’s unreliability (either bad knowledge or bad 

intentions), and the strength of cues to unreliability, influence children selective trust and 

inferences about unreliable sources.  In addressing some of these questions we  also 

include both verbal and nonverbal measures to better characterize children’s developing 

abilities. Across all studies we take an approach of tightly controlling for factors other 

than the ones targeted for assessment. Taken together this research will allow us to better 
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identify specific difficulties young children have in reasoning about selective trust at 

different time points, pinpoint the specific factors that influence children’s trust 

judgments, and gain insight into connections between reasoning about trust and 

conceptions of mental life. In these ways, the studies included in this dissertation expand 

and diversify our understanding of children’s selective trust, giving a more complete and 

nuanced understanding of how children learn to judge the reliability of sources.   
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Chapter 1 

 

The Development of Distrust 

Kimberly E. Vanderbilt, David Liu, and Gail D. Heyman 

University of California, San Diego 
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Abstract 

Preschool-age children’s reasoning about the reliability of deceptive sources was 

investigated.  Ninety 3- to 5-year-olds watched several trials in which an informant gave 

advice about the location of a hidden sticker.  Informants were either helpers who were 

happy to give correct advice, or trickers who were happy to give incorrect advice. Three-

year-olds tended to accept all advice from both helpers and trickers.  Four-year-olds were 

more skeptical but showed no preference for advice from helpers over trickers, even 

though they differentiated between helpers and trickers on metacognitive measures.  

Five-year-olds systematically preferred advice from helpers.  Selective trust was 

associated with children’s ability to make mental state inferences. 
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The Development of Distrust  

 People often rely on others for information that would be difficult or impossible 

to acquire through direct experience.  Typically, people who provide information are 

reliable and trusted by their audiences (Coady, 1992).  However, people are not always 

reliable, and listeners must learn to differentiate good sources from bad ones.  Recently, 

there has been substantial interest in the development of children’s capacities in this 

domain (see Harris, 2007; Heyman, 2008).  The present research focuses on development 

during the preschool years, when children must rely heavily upon information provided 

by others, but may lack the cognitive skills and social experience to exercise appropriate 

skepticism (Dawkins, 1993; Moses & Baldwin, 2005). 

Prior research suggests that preschool-age children understand that certain 

individuals are more reliable than others (Birch, Vauthier, & Bloom, 2008; Clement, 

Koenig, & Harris, 2004; Koenig & Harris, 2005; Lampinen & Smith, 1995; Lutz & Keil, 

2002; Pasquini, Corriveau, Koenig, & Harris, 2007; Jaswal & Malone, 2007; Jaswal & 

Neely, 2006; Sabbagh & Baldwin, 2001).  Much of this research has been conducted 

within the context of word learning.  For instance, Koenig and Harris (2005) presented 

preschool-age children with two speakers who provided conflicting labels for objects.  

During training trials, one speaker provided accurate labels for familiar objects and the 

other speaker provided inaccurate labels.  In subsequent test trials, a novel object was 

introduced and the speakers provided conflicting novel names for it.  Results showed that 

4-year-olds selectively endorsed labels from speakers who had accurately named the 

familiar objects and expected these speakers to continue to provide more accurate labels.  
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Other work using related paradigms has demonstrated that preschool-age children show 

similar capacities when reasoning about the functions of novel objects (Birch et al., 2008; 

Clement et al., 2004).  

 Similar findings have been obtained in research investigating how young children 

use others as sources of information to help them identify hidden objects.  Robinson, 

Champion, and Mitchell (1999) asked preschool-age children to guess which of two 

objects was hidden inside a container.  Children then heard an adult provide testimony 

that conflicted with their guess.  Children were more likely to alter their prediction to 

match the adult’s when the adult had conspicuously looked inside the container, as 

compared to when the adult had not looked inside.  This suggests that when attempting to 

identify hidden objects, young children are capable of understanding that not all sources 

are equally reliable.  There is also evidence that young children make assumptions about 

why some individuals may be more knowledgeable sources than others (Jaswal, 2006; 

Jaswal & Malone, 2007; Jaswal & Neely, 2006; VanderBorght & Jaswal, 2009; 

Lampinen & Smith, 1995; Lutz & Keil, 2002; Sabbagh & Baldwin, 2001).  For instance, 

preschool-age children make distinctions between the knowledge possessed by others 

with respect to expertise (Jaswal, 2006; Lutz & Keil, 2002; Sabbagh & Baldwin, 2001) 

and age (Jaswal & Neely, 2006; Lampinen & Smith, 1995; Vanderborght & Jaswal, 

2009).  

 These studies suggest that young children consider the knowledgability of an 

informant when judging his or her reliability.  However, assessment of reliability goes 

beyond mere consideration of a source’s knowledge, consideration of his or her motives 
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and intentions is also critical.  People are not always motivated to accurately 

communicate what they know – people lie.  For example, speakers may deceive others to 

promote their own interests (Heyman & Legare, 2005) or the interests of others (Heyman, 

Sweet, & Lee, 2009).  Although adults may sometimes have difficulty detecting 

deception, they recognize that deception is possible and that an individual’s prior 

deceptive behavior is an important cue to whether that individual should be trusted in the 

future.  Is this true of children as well?  

 Previous research suggests at least two distinct possibilities. One possibility is that 

even young children are likely to show substantial competence in this domain.  Before 

age 2 years, children can make inferences about the intentions of others, and use those 

inferences to guide their behavior and expectations (Behne, Carpenter, Call, & 

Tomasello, 2005; Meltzoff, 1995; Woodward, 1998); and by age 3 years, children 

appreciate that their own deceptive behaviors can influence the behavior and beliefs of 

others (Chandler, Fritz, & Hala, 1989).  Preschool-age children demonstrate earlier 

understanding of motives than knowledge states (Wellman & Liu, 2004) and show more 

sophisticated reasoning on false-belief tasks when deception is emphasized (Wellman, 

Cross, & Watson, 2001).  There is also evidence that young children are highly sensitive 

to motive information when reasoning about traits (Heyman & Gelman, 1998; Yuill, 

1992).  This research suggests the intentions of others are salient to even young children, 

and that they serve as important cues for making generalizations about people and 

predicting their actions. 
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 An alternative possibility is that young children have particular difficulty 

reasoning about deceptive communication and its implications.  Early elementary school 

children often fail to critically evaluate the claims of others (Heyman, 2008; Heyman & 

Legare, 2005; Mills & Grant, 2008; Mills & Keil, 2005; Mills & Keil, 2008; Moses & 

Baldwin, 2005).  Before second grade, young children often fail to appreciate self-serving 

biases that may underlie people’s judgments (Mills & Keil, 2005), and do not consider 

that people’s judgments may be biased due to their personal relationships, such as when 

the judge of a contest is a friend or adversary of a contestant (Mills & Grant, 2008; Mills 

& Keil, 2008).  Furthermore, young children appear to have difficulty with reasoning 

about value-laden claims people make about themselves (Heyman, 2008).  For example, 

Heyman and Legare (2005) found that 6- and 7-year-old children believe one can assess 

honesty simply by asking someone if he or she is honest, whereas 10- and 11-year-old 

children understand that such communication is subject to social desirability effects. 

 Young children’s difficulty understanding potentially deceptive motives suggests 

they may have trouble understanding the implications of deception more broadly.  

Consistent with this possibility, Lee and Cameron (2000, Study 1) found that even when 

preschool-age children realize a source is lying, they nonetheless rely on the information 

the source presents. This finding suggests that even when young children recognize 

deception, they may not appreciate its implications. 

Experiment 1 

 The present research examines preschool-age children’s use of information about 

a source’s history of deception to assess reliability.  On each of several trials, children 
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watched a video in which an adult actor (the pointer) helped or tricked two other adult 

actors (finders), who were attempting to locate a sticker prize hidden in one of two boxes.  

On helper trials, participants observed the pointer helping finders locate the sticker, and 

on tricker trials the pointer was shown tricking finders into looking for the sticker in the 

wrong location.  On each trial, the pointer either helped or tricked two other finders.  

Then, also via video, the pointer gave advice to the participant on the same sticker-

finding task.  Participants then decided whether to select the box recommended to them 

by the pointer, or the other box.  Children were not given feedback after each trial, and 

were told at the end of the session they would be able to open all the boxes they selected 

and keep any stickers they found. 

 In addition to the primary experimental measure, two other sets of questions were 

included.  The first was a set of metacognitive questions designed to provide information 

about children’s understanding of the experimental manipulation and their attributions 

about the informants.  For example, children were asked whether they believed the 

pointers were attempting to help or trick finders and to predict whether the pointers 

would suggest the right or wrong location to the next player.  

 The second set of questions was included to assess whether children’s ability to 

selectively trust helpful versus deceptive sources is associated with their theory of mind 

development.  Several researchers have suggested that young children’s reasoning about 

sources of information hinges upon their understanding of mental life (Koenig & Harris, 

2005; Moses & Baldwin, 2005).  Indeed, many aspects of theory of mind understanding 

appear necessary for reasoning about whether another person will be helpful or harmful 
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when offering information, and we wanted to test this relationship with respect to 

reasoning about the intentions of others.  DiYanni and Kelemen (2008) found a 

correlation between children’s selective trust of knowledgeable speakers and their 

performance on false-belief tasks, but Pasquini et al. (2007) found no such correlation.  

Pasquini et al. suggested that to better explore this question, it would be useful to include 

a battery of tests, and suggested Wellman and Liu’s (2004) Theory of Mind Scale as an 

example.  The present study follows this suggestion and includes the Wellman and Liu 

scale. 

Method 

Participants 

 Ninety preschool-age children (39 boys, 51 girls) participated in the study:  30 3-

year-olds (M = 3 years 7 months, range = 3 years 2 months to 3 years and 11 months), 30 

4-year-olds (M = 4 years 6 months, range = 4 years to 4 years 11 months) and 30 5-year-

olds (M = 5 years 3 months, range = 5 years to 5 years 11 months).  There was a similar 

number of boys and girls in each age group. Children were recruited from preschools in a 

city in southern California.  The sample was approximately 50% Caucasian, 25% Asian, 

15% Latino, and 10% African-American. 

Procedure and Materials 

Sticker-finding task.  Children completed six trials of the sticker-finding task. 

Children were instructed that they would be playing a game in which their goal (and the 

goal of other finders) would be to locate a sticker hidden in one of two boxes, that they 

had a chance to find a sticker on each trial and could keep all the stickers they found.  
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Trial type was manipulated within-subjects, such that each participant saw three helper 

and three tricker trials.  Orders of presentation and trial type were counterbalanced 

between subjects, as was spatial position of the box indicated by each pointer.  A 

different set of boxes was used for each trial. 

 To maintain consistency in the actions of pointers and finders across trials, their 

actions were presented in video vignettes.  Each vignette depicted a different adult female 

pointer.  All pointers were presented identically, verbally suggesting and pointing to one 

box.  Helper and tricker trials differed only in whether the vignettes revealed a sticker or 

no sticker inside the opened box. 

 On helper trials, children observed the pointer helping two finders locate stickers 

hidden in one of the two boxes.  On tricker trials, children observed the pointer tricking 

two finders into looking in the wrong box for stickers.  In each trial, the pointer would 

point to one of the boxes and say to the first finder, “You should pick this one.”  The first 

finder would then open the suggested box, revealing a sticker (on helper trials) or no 

sticker (on tricker trials).  Finders would exclaim “yay!” upon finding stickers and, 

“aww!” when they failed to find stickers.  Regardless of the outcome, the pointer would 

always respond, “Yes!” smiling to show she was pleased with the outcome.  Thus, a 

helping pointer displayed positive affect after she succeeded in helping someone find a 

sticker, whereas a tricking pointer displayed positive affect after she succeeded in 

tricking someone into not finding a sticker.  The pointer then repeated these same actions 

with a second finder, so that children observed either two instances of the pointer helping 

finders or two instances of the pointer tricking finders.   
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On each trial, after observing the actions of the pointer and two finders, it was the 

child’s turn to be the finder.  A new pair of differently colored boxes was placed in front 

of the child on each trial, and they were reminded, “Now, this pointer knows where the 

sticker is, and she’ll tell you which box she wants you to pick.  Pick the box you think the 

sticker is in.”  Children then observed the pointer providing them with a suggestion just 

as she had with the other finders: pointing to one of the boxes and saying, “You should 

pick this one.”  The experimenter then prompted children to select the box with the 

sticker inside, saying: “Which box do you think has the sticker?”  Children’s responses 

were scored for whether they followed the pointer’s suggestion.  During the test trial, 

boxes were depicted both in video vignettes so that pointers could clearly suggest one of 

the two boxes, and in real life so that children could physically choose the box they 

believed contained the sticker. 

 Metacognitive questions.  Children answered four forced-choice metacognitive 

questions about each type of pointer (helper and tricker).  Half answered metacognitive 

questions before the sticker-finding task, and half did so after the sticker-finding task.  

For metacognitive questions, children observed a new pointer helping two finders and a 

new pointer tricking two finders (as in the sticker-finding task).  After observing each 

new pointer, children were asked two task-specific questions and two generalization 

questions.  The two task-specific questions were an intention judgment question (“Was 

this pointer trying to help or trick the other person in the video?”) and a same-context 

prediction question (“Will this pointer try to tell the next person the right box or the 

wrong box?”).  The two generalization questions were a trait judgment question (“Is this 
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pointer nice or mean?”) and a generalized-context prediction question (“Let’s say this 

pointer just saw another person trip, fall and drop a lot of papers.  Do you think this 

pointer would stop to help the person pick up the papers or just keep walking and not stop 

to help?”). 

 Theory of Mind Scale.  Following the sticker-finding task and metacognitive 

questions, children’s theory of mind was assessed using the Theory of Mind Scale 

developed by Wellman and Liu (2004).  This 5-item scale contains different tasks that 

capture the developmental progression of children’s mental state understanding between 

3 and 6 years of age.  The tasks assess understanding of diverse desires, diverse beliefs, 

knowledge-ignorance, false beliefs, and false emotions.  The diverse-desires task asks 

children to reason about a situation in which someone has a different preference than 

their own.  The diverse-beliefs task asks children to reason about a situation in which 

another person has a different, explicitly stated, belief than their own.  The knowledge-

ignorance task asks children to reason about a situation in which they knew the contents 

of a non-descript container but another person did not.  The false-belief task asks children 

to reason about a situation in which another person has a false belief about the location of 

an object.  Lastly, the false-emotions tasks asks children to reason about a situation in 

which another person displays emotions counter to what they feel. Scores ranged from 0 

(passing none) to 5 (passing all). 

Results and Discussion 

Preliminary analyses showed no significant effects of gender, task order 

(completing metacognitive questions or sticker-finding task first), or trial order 
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(presentation order of helpers and trickers); consequently, these variables were excluded 

from the remaining analyses. 

In the sticker-finding task, as shown in Figure 1, 3-year-olds trusted helpers 

94.4% of the time and trusted trickers 91.1% of the time.  Four-year-olds trusted helpers 

68.9% of the time and trusted trickers 60.0% of the time.  Five-year-olds trusted helpers 

71.1% of the time and trusted trickers 51.1% of the time.  Tests against chance showed 

that 3-year-olds were above chance at trusting both helpers and trickers, t(29) = 19.27, p 

< .001, and t(29) = 12.97, p < .001, respectively; 4- and 5-year-olds were above chance at 

trusting helpers, t(29) = 3.17, p < .01, and t(29) = 3.33, p < .01 respectively, but were at 

chance at trusting trickers, t(29) = 1.27, ns, and t(29) = .17, ns respectively.  

A 2 (Intent: helper versus tricker) x 3 (Age: 3, 4, and 5 years) repeated-measures 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to test whether children would selectively 

trust informants who had previously helped others over those who had previously tricked 

others.  There was a significant main effect of Intent, F(1, 87) = 8.149, p = .005, showing 

that children trusted helpers more often than they trusted trickers.  There was also a 

significant main effect of Age, F(2, 87) = 13.451, p < .001, indicating that younger 

children displayed more overall trust than did older children. The interaction was not 

significant. 

 Follow-up analysis showed there was a significant decrease in trust displayed 

between the ages of 3 and 4 years, F(1, 58) = 18.647, p < .001, but not between the ages 

of 4 and 5 years.  Notably, 3-year-olds followed pointers’ suggestions on almost all trials, 

even when pointers had previously tricked others.  Because we were interested in the 



	  

19 
 

specific ages at which children would selectively trust, we also analyzed each age group 

separately.  Targeted analyses performed separately for each age group indicated that 

neither 3- nor 4-year-olds differentiated between helpers and trickers when deciding 

whom to trust.  Only 5-year-olds were found to actively discriminate between helpers and 

trickers, trusting helpers significantly more often than trickers, t(29) = 2.340, p = .026.  

Thus, the manipulation of pointers’ intent in past behaviors had an effect on 5-year-olds’ 

judgments of whom to trust, but did not have an effect on 3- and 4-year-olds’ judgments. 

One 3-year-old, four 4-year-olds, and eight 5-year-olds were highly consistent in their 

correct selective trust (answering 5 or more trials out of 6 correctly); this age trend is 

consistent with the above analyses showing that not until age 5 do children demonstrate 

significant selective trust of helpers versus trickers, but even their performance is not at 

ceiling. 

Metacognitive Questions 

A summary of responses to the metacognitive questions is presented in Table 1 

(one 3-year-old did not answer these questions). We analyzed children’s answers to the 

two task-specific and two generalization metacognitive questions using nonparametric 

tests because children answered each dichotomous question once for a helper and once 

for a tricker.  For the task-specific questions, 3-year-olds did not distinguish between 

helpers and trickers on either item.  However, 4- and 5-year-olds correctly differentiated 

between helpers and trickers on both task-specific questions:  both 4- and 5-year-olds 

said that helpers were more likely than trickers to be trying to help, McNemar’s c2(1) = 

9.941, p = .002, McNemar’s c2(1) = 14.222, p < .001, respectively; also both 4- and 5-
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year-olds predicted that helpers would be more likely than trickers to tell the next person 

the correct location of the sticker, McNemar’s c2(1) = 11.267, p < .001, McNemar’s c2(1) 

= 4.546, p = .033, respectively.  For the two generalization questions, 3- and 4-year-olds 

did not distinguish between helpers and trickers.  However, 5-year-olds did differentiate 

between helpers and trickers on the trait judgment question, McNemar’s c2(1) = 16.00, p 

< .001, and the generalized-context prediction question, McNemar’s c2(1) = 9.941, p = 

.002. 

In sum, the overall pattern of results on the metacognitive measures shows that 3-

year-olds did not recognize the difference between helpers and trickers on any measure.  

Four-year-olds differentiated helpers and trickers on task-specific questions, but were 

unable to generalize these differentiations.  Only 5-year-olds generalized the 

differentiation between helpers and trickers. 

Theory of Mind Scale 

Lastly, we examined whether children’s performance on the sticker-finding task 

was correlated with theory of mind.  On average, 3-year-olds scored 2.33 (out of 5) on 

the Theory of Mind Scale, 4-year-olds scored 3.07, and 5-year-olds scored 3.60.  To 

perform this individual-differences analysis, we calculated a difference score for the 

sticker-finding task as a measure of how well each child differentiated helpers from 

trickers by subtracting the number of trials in which the child followed a tricker’s 

suggestion (an incorrect response) from the number of trials the child followed a helper’s 

suggestion (a correct response).  Children’s difference score on the sticker-finding task 

was positively correlated with their performance on the Theory of Mind Scale, r(87) = 
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.339, p = .001.  This correlation remained significant even after controlling for age 

statistically, r(87) = .290, p = .006, which suggests that children’s ability to selectively 

trust helpers versus trickers is associated with their developing understanding of mind.  

Just as we calculated a difference score for the sticker-finding task, we also calculated an 

overall difference score for children’s performance on the metacognitive questions.  

Children’s performance on the metacognitive questions was correlated with performance 

on the Theory of Mind scale, r(86) = .336, p = .001, and after controlling for age, the 

correlation was marginally significant, r(86) = .197, p = .066. Additionally, we did not 

find a correlation between children’s performance on the sticker-finding task and their 

performance on metacognitive questions. 

The pattern of results from Experiment 1 suggests that selective trust of deceptive 

versus helpful informants develops in preschool-age children.  Whereas 5-year-olds 

significantly trusted helpers more than trickers, 3- and 4-year-olds were just as likely to 

trust helpers as they were to trust trickers.  Interestingly, 4-year-olds trusted trickers, even 

though they expressed in their answers to the metacognitive questions that previously 

helpful informants would be more likely to provide accurate information than trickers. 

Experiment 2 

Why did 4-year-olds not incorporate their knowledge of helpers versus trickers 

into their decisions of whether to trust trickers?  Before considering theoretical 

explanations, we wanted to rule out a possible explanation having to do with our 

procedures misleading children about the pointer’s knowledge states. When children 

were asked to find the sticker, we reminded them that the pointer knew the sticker’s 
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location, in order to emphasize that informants’ past inaccuracies could not be attributed 

to lack of knowledge.  However, it is possible that this mention of knowledge 

paradoxically cued children to focus on the question of the pointers’ knowledge, rather 

than the pointers’ motives. In order to rule out this possibility, we conducted a short 

control experiment with modified instructions. 

Method 

Participants 

 Fourteen 4-year-old children (M = 4 years 3 months, range = 4 years 1 months to 

4 years and 10 months) participated in Experiment 2: seven children were boys and 7 

were girls. Children were recruited from preschools in a city in southern California.   

Procedure and Materials 

 The procedure and materials for the sticker-finding task were identical to those of 

Experiment 1, except that on each trial, after observing the pointers interact with the two 

finders, children were simply told “Pick the box you think has the sticker,” and received 

no reminder about the informant’s knowledge-state, as they did in Experiment 1. 

Results and Discussion 

 Replicating Experiment 1, the 4-year-olds in Experiment 2 failed to differentiate, 

in their responses, helpers from trickers.  Specifically, they trusted helpers on 83.3% of 

trials and trickers on 80.9% of trials t(13) = .583, ns.  These results indicate that 

reminding participants that the pointer knew the sticker’s location cannot explain the 

results of Study 1.  The overall rates of trust between Experiment 2 and Experiment 1 

were not different (F(1, 42) = 2.56, p < .10, ns, when we compared the rates across 
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experiments, and importantly, there was not a significant interaction between experiment 

and informant type.  

General Discussion 

 The present work was designed to investigate preschool-age children’s 

understanding that an informant’s prior history of deception has implications for his or 

her reliability.  We measured children’s trust of speakers who had a prior history of 

helpful or deceptive behavior, and asked them specific metacognitive questions about 

each type of speaker.  Although 5-year-olds significantly trusted helpers more than 

trickers, they demonstrated only chance performance on tricker trials.  In contrast, 3-year-

olds trusted both helpers and trickers almost all of the time.  Four-year-olds were more 

skeptical than 3-year-olds overall, but still did not distinguish between helpers and 

trickers, despite the fact that they expressed the expectation that previously helpful 

speakers would be more likely to provide accurate information in the future.  

 Might it be that 3- and 4-year-olds failed to recognize that deception occurred 

altogether? This might explain the performance of the 3-year-olds, but 4-year-olds did 

recognize trickers’ deceptive intent, as indicated by their metacognitive answers.  Why 

then, did 4-year-olds not incorporate this knowledge into their decisions of whether to 

trust trickers?  

 We believe this mismatch between knowledge and behavior is best explained by 

children’s failure to understand the implications of their knowledge and how to 

effectively apply it to their behavior.  There are several ways this could manifest.  Four-

year-olds might not always apply what they know when reasoning about sources because 
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doing so conflicts with a general assumption that people will provide accurate 

information.  Consequently, young children are likely to accept what they are told unless 

there are clear indications that the information may be unreliable, such as when adults 

indicate uncertainty (Jaswal & Malone, 2007; Sabbagh & Baldwin, 2001), or when new 

information conflicts with prior beliefs and the communicative intent is ambiguous 

(Jaswal, 2004).  A related possibility is that young children hold a default assumption that 

adults are honest and have prosocial intentions, and this assumption can only be 

overridden by strong situational cues.  Such an assumption may seem surprising in light 

of evidence that children already have some capacity to distinguish between prosocial 

and antisocial intentions before they reach their first birthday (Hamlin, Wynn, & Bloom, 

2007), and are capable of identifying lies during the early preschool years (Lee & 

Cameron, 2000).  However, preschool-age children often act based on what they desire to 

be true rather than what they believe to be true (Stipek, Roberts, & Sanborn, 1984), and 

both preschool- and early elementary-age children tend to hold highly positive views of 

others under circumstances in which older children and adults do not (Boseovski & Lee, 

2008; Droege & Stipek, 1993; Heyman, 2009; Lockhart, Chang, & Story, 2002).  

Moreover, it is not uncommon for early elementary school children to argue that people 

can be trusted to tell the truth because they should tell the truth (Heyman & Legare, 

2005).  Thus, just as Lee and Cameron (2000) showed that young children can identify 

lies but nonetheless accept information the lies convey, our results suggest young 

children can identify deceptive intent but nonetheless accept information the deception 

provides. 
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 Another possibility for why 4-year-olds recognized the pointer’s deceptive intent, 

but were unable to incorporate this knowledge into their predictions of whom to trust is 

that children do not yet fully understand how to engage in the multi-step process that may 

be required for them to do so.  A parallel finding has been observed in young children’s 

difficulty with solving two-component inferences when making trait predictions (Liu, 

Gelman, & Wellman, 2005).  In that study, preschool-age children were able to identify 

traits from others’ past behaviors, and were able to predict future behaviors when 

provided with trait labels of others.  Nevertheless, they were unable to put those two 

component inferences together to predict future behaviors from others’ past behaviors.  

Similarly, in the current study, children were asked to predict future behaviors from 

others’ past behaviors.  Specifically, the 4-year-olds in our study were able to identify 

deceptive intent from others’ past behaviors, but were unable to use this information to 

inform their behaviors.  This parallels two of the three pieces of evidence found by Liu, 

Gelman, and Wellman (2005).  What about the third piece of evidence?  Would children 

be able to judge whether to trust someone, if they were provided with labels of others’ 

deceptive intent (and they did not need to figure this out for themselves)?  In fact, a 

recent study by Mascaro and Sperber (2009) showed that 4-year-olds knew not to trust 

those labeled as liars.  The results from our study and Mascaro and Sperber (2009) 

suggests that young children might have difficulty solving two-component inference 

problems in selective trust, even when they are capable of solving each component 

inference by itself. 



	  

26 
 

 Overall, our findings show preschool-age children behaving more credulously 

than would be expected from previous studies of young children’s selective trust of 

informants (e.g., Koenig & Harris, 2005). Even 5-year-olds were at chance when 

deciding whether to trust trickers.  This is consistent with prior research demonstrating 

that children’s critical thinking skills continue to develop after the preschool years 

(Heyman, 2008; Mills & Keil, 2005).  We believe some of the issues discussed above 

contribute to the differences in findings among studies.  Children’s positive assumptions 

about people’s motives may be harder to override than their assumptions about people’s 

knowledge, and solving multi-step inference problems may be more difficult when 

reasoning about motives than when reasoning about knowledge. 

 There are also other factors that may contribute to discrepancies among studies.  

In the design of many selective trust studies, children observe two sources directly 

contradicting each other (e.g., Koenig & Harris, 2005).  This contradiction may cue 

young children to more deeply process the possibility that specific individuals will give 

them inaccurate information.  In the present study there were no such cues; children had 

to judge that a single informant’s testimony would be incorrect, and there was nothing in 

their current environment to signal deceptive intent. Moreover, the fact that our 

instructions were accompanied by pointing may have made it easier for children to 

unquestioningly accept what they are told (Couillard & Woodward, 1999).  

 In future research it will be important to examine other possible influences on 

selective distrust among children of different ages and adults.  One factor that is likely to 

be important is the nature of the evidence concerning whether a potential informant is 
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deceptive, including the number of times the individual was observed engaging in 

deception and how deceptive actions are construed.  For example, young children may 

differ in their responses depending on whether actions construed as tricks, errors, or 

jokes, and these patterns of construal may be different than those of adults.  Additionally, 

it will be important to examine what individuals may learn from others they observe 

being targeted for deception.  In the present research participants consistently observed 

recipients trusting in these circumstances, which may have encouraged participants to do 

the same.   

 Four-year-olds differentiated between helpers and trickers in their predictions of 

future behavior, but not in their behavioral responses.  This finding suggests that although 

behavioral evidence of a new understanding often precedes the child’s ability to express 

it verbally (e.g., Alibali & Goldin-Meadow, 1993; Clements & Perner, 1994; Robinson, 

Champion & Mitchell, 1999; Ruffman, Garnham, Import, & Connolly, 2001) this is not 

always the case.  Our results suggest that it is possible for children to express their 

knowledge of the social world verbally without using it to guide their behavior. 

 In addition to investigating preschool-age children’s understanding of helpful and 

deceptive sources, we were interested in whether this understanding is related to their 

developing theory of mind.  To test this relationship, we also presented children with the 

full Theory of Mind Scale (Wellman & Liu, 2004).  In line with evidence from DiYanni 

and Keleman (2008), we found a correlation between children’s selective trust of helpful 

over deceptive sources and their understanding of mental states, even after controlling for 

age.  Because this evidence is correlational, we cannot conclusively show that having a 
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more advanced theory of mind leads children to have more sophisticated selective trust 

and distrust. Furthermore, since we did not control for other variables such as verbal 

ability or IQ, we cannot rule out the possibility that some other factors account for this 

relationship.  However, this result provides some evidence for a link between children’s 

theory of mind understanding and their ability to distrust deceptive sources. 

 In sum, our results suggest that young children are more credulous, in certain 

conditions, than the general impression given by the recent selective trust literature.  

They also suggest that children’s reasoning about whom to trust is closely intertwined 

with their developing understanding of mental life.  Further, our results demonstrate that 

children do not always show greater competence on behavioral measures than verbal 

measures, and suggest that children sometimes have difficulty understanding the 

implications of their knowledge or translating this knowledge into action. 
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Table 1.1: The percentage of 3-, 4-, and 5-year-olds who gave the more positively 

valenced response to questions about helpers and trickers. 

	  

	   	  

3-year-olds	   4-year-olds	   5-year-olds	  

Metacognitive (response) helper tricker helper tricker helper tricker 
Task Specific Questions 

	   	   	   	   	   	   intention judgment (help) 48.3 34.4 66.7 23.3 66.7 13.3 
 prediction (right box) 65.5 48.3 70 26.7 63.3 30 
Generalization Questions 	   	   	   	   	   	  
 trait judgment (nice) 86.7 80 90 70 83.3 30 
 prediction (help) 58.6 55.2 76.7 56.7 76.7 33.3 
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Figure 1.1: The percentage of trials on which children trusted helpers’ and trickers’ 

suggestions by age group. 
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Chapter 1, in full, is a reprint of the material as it appears in The Development of 

Distrust. Child Development, 82, 1372-1380. Vanderbilt, K.E., Liu, D., & Heyman, G.D. 

(2011). The dissertation author was the primary investigator and author of this paper.  
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Abstract 

The present research investigated the nature of the inferences and decisions young 

children make about informants with a prior history of inaccuracies. Across three 

experiments, 3- and 4-year-olds (total N = 182) reacted to previously-inaccurate 

informants who offered testimony in an object-labeling task. Of central interest was 

children’s willingness to accept information provided by an inaccurate informant in 

different contexts of being alone, paired with an accurate informant, or paired with a 

novel (neutral) informant. Experiments 1 and 2 showed that when a previously-inaccurate 

informant was alone and provided testimony that was not in conflict with the testimony 

of another informant, children systematically accepted the testimony of that informant. 

Experiment 3 showed that children accepted testimony from a neutral informant over an 

inaccurate informant when both provided information, but accepted testimony from an 

inaccurate informant rather than seeking information from an available neutral informant 

who did not automatically offer information. These results suggest that even though 

young children use prior history of accuracy to determine the relative reliability of 

informants, they are quite willing to trust the testimony of a single informant alone, 

regardless of whether that informant had previously been reliable. 
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In the Absence of Conflicting Testimony Young Children Trust Inaccurate Informants 

As humans, we rely heavily on others for information that would be too time-

consuming or difficult to acquire firsthand. Children, especially, learn a great deal of 

natural and cultural knowledge from others (Gelman, 2009). Although social learning 

allows children to acquire knowledge quickly, there are obvious drawbacks. Others 

sometimes provide information that is inaccurate—informants might lack knowledge, 

have deceptive intentions, or simply make errors. To avoid being misinformed, it is 

critical for children to learn to critically evaluate both the trustworthiness of informants 

and the information they provide. Recent research suggests that even young children 

critically evaluate the trustworthiness of testimony (Koenig & Harris, 2005, Sabbagh & 

Baldwin, 2001); they preferentially trust individuals with a history of providing accurate 

testimony over those with a history of providing inaccurate testimony when given a 

choice (Birch, Vauthier, & Bloom, 2008; Koenig, Clement, & Harris, 2004; Koenig & 

Harris, 2005; Pasquini, Corriveau, Koenig, & Harris, 2007; see Harris & Corriveau, 2011 

for review). Nevertheless, the reasoning underlying children’s decision of whom to trust 

is not well understood. The present research seeks to help fill this gap by examining what 

inferences children make when evaluating informants with a history of inaccuracy and 

the nature of children’s decisions about whether to accept inaccurate informants’ 

testimony. 

Children’s acceptance of an accurate informant’s testimony over an inaccurate 

informant’s testimony is consistent with two possible underlying inferences about the 

inaccurate informant. One possibility is that children infer that someone who has 
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previously provided inaccurate information is absolutely unreliable and should be 

strongly distrusted. Another possibility, however, is that children infer that someone who 

has previously provided inaccurate information is relatively less reliable than someone 

who has previously provided accurate information, but is still generally trustworthy.  

In order to effectively evaluate inaccurate informants, children must first be able 

to identify inaccuracies and track them. Prior research suggests that these skills are in 

place early in life. Infants as young as 16 month of age look longer at, respond differently 

to, and correct speakers who labeled familiar objects incorrectly (Koenig & Echols, 2003; 

Koenig & Woodward, 2010; Pea, 1982). Beyond identifying inaccuracies, Corriveau, 

Meints, and Harris (2008) observed that children as young as 3 years of age track 

informants’ inaccuracies. Nevertheless, prior research does not allow for a determination 

of whether children view inaccurate informants as unreliable only in a relative sense or 

also in an absolute sense. 

Although both hypothesized inferences about the inaccurate informant are 

consistent with the observed results of children trusting accurate informants over the 

inaccurate ones (Birch, et al., 2008; Koenig, Clement, & Harris, 2004; Koenig & Harris, 

2005; Pasquini, et al., 2007), they predict very different responses when children are 

deciding whether to trust a single inaccurate informant. If children infer that someone 

who got a few things wrong is absolutely unreliable, they will distrust testimony from the 

single inaccurate informant. Conversely, if children infer that someone who got a few 

things wrong is less reliable than others, but still generally reliable, they will trust 

testimony from the single inaccurate informant. In Experiment 1, we sought to investigate 
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which of the two hypothesized inferences children make when they are presented with an 

inaccurate informant by comparing children’s responses when presented with a single 

inaccurate informant alone versus when presented with an inaccurate informant alongside 

an accurate informant. 

Experiment 1 

In a between-subjects design, we presented 3- and 4-year-olds with one of three 

conditions: 1) an accurate informant paired with an inaccurate informant, 2) a single 

inaccurate informant alone, or 3) a single accurate informant alone (as a control 

condition). Following previous selective trust studies (Koenig, Clement, & Harris, 2004; 

Koenig & Harris, 2005; Sabbagh & Baldwin, 2001), children in the paired accurate-

inaccurate informants condition observed an informant label familiar objects correctly 

and the other informant label familiar objects incorrectly. Children in the single 

inaccurate informant condition observed only an informant label familiar objects 

incorrectly, and children in the single accurate informant condition observed only an 

informant label familiar objects correctly. Then, importantly, children in all three 

conditions were tested with the same question with regard to their trust of the informants’ 

labels for novel objects.  

Method 

Participants 

Eighty-six 3- and 4-year-olds participated in Experiment 1; there were forty-three 

3-year-olds (27 females and 16 males; M age = 3.6 years, age range: 3.0 to 3.9 years) and 

forty-three 4-year-olds (20 females and 23 males; M age = 4.4 years, age range: 4.0 to 5.0 
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years). Children were recruited from preschools and museums in southern California. The 

sample was approximately 68% Caucasian, 14% Asian, and 18% Hispanic. 

Materials and Procedure 

In the familiar objects history phase, children were introduced to two puppets or a 

single puppet, depending on the condition, and two pairs of familiar objects: a car with an 

apple and a ball with a crayon. Table 1 shows the types of speakers that were compared 

in each condition. In the paired accurate-inaccurate informants condition (N=29), 

children were introduced to a boy and a girl puppet; children observed one puppet 

demonstrate accuracy by correctly calling a car a “car” and a ball a “ball” and the other 

puppet demonstrated inaccuracy by incorrectly calling an apple a “car” and a crayon a 

“ball.” The gender of the accurate and inaccurate informants was counter-balanced 

between subjects. In the single inaccurate informant condition (N=26), children were 

introduced to either a boy or a girl puppet (counter-balanced between subjects); children 

observed the one puppet demonstrate inaccuracy by incorrectly calling an apple a “car” 

and a crayon a “ball.” To control for equal attention for the other object in each pair, the 

puppet also touched the car and the ball while saying, “There it is! Look at that thing.” In 

the single accurate informant condition (N=31), children were introduced to either a boy 

or a girl puppet (counter-balanced between subjects); children observed the one puppet 

demonstrate accuracy by calling a car a “car” and a ball a “ball.” To control for equal 

attention for the other object in each pair, the puppet also touched the apple and the 

crayon while saying, “There it is! Look at that thing.”  
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In the novel objects test phase of the task, children were presented with three test 

trials; on each trial, children were introduced to a pair of novel objects. For each test trial, 

in the paired condition, the accurate puppet referred to one of the two objects with a 

novel label (by touching it and saying, e.g., “That is a blicket! Look at the blicket.”), 

whereas the inaccurate puppet referred to the other object with the same novel label (by 

touching the other object and saying, e.g., “That is a blicket! Look at the blicket.”). In 

both the single inaccurate and the single accurate conditions, the puppet called one of the 

two objects a novel label (by touching it and saying, e.g., “That is a blicket! Look at the 

blicket.”) and, to control for equal attention for the other object in each pair, the puppet 

also touched the unlabeled object while saying, “There it is! Look at that thing.” 

Next, for each test trial, and for all three conditions, children were asked to select 

the object associated with the novel label (e.g., “Can you put the blicket in this box?”). 

Importantly, children in all three conditions were asked the same question in a two-object 

situation. Across three test trials, their responses indicated whether they trusted the 

informants’ labels for novel objects in order to allow for clear comparisons between 

conditions. Regardless of what they chose, children received no feedback from the 

experimenter about their choice in any of the conditions. 

At the end, we asked children a follow-up question about each informant: “If you 

wanted to know what this new thing was called, would he/she be a good person to ask?” 

Children in the paired condition were asked this question for both the accurate and the 

inaccurate informants separately. Children in the single inaccurate and the single accurate 

conditions were asked only for informant in their respective condition. 
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Results 

All children completed three test trials, and each child’s trust of a particular 

informant’s labels was scored from zero to three. Preliminary analyses indicated no 

significant effects of participant age or gender; analyses also indicated no significant 

effect of puppet gender. Consequently, these variables were excluded from further 

analyses. Additionally we did not find any changes in children performance across trials. 

(Experiments 2 and 3 also did not show any effects of age, gender, puppet gender, or 

trial, and thus these variables were also excluded from the reported analyses of 

Experiments 2 and 3.) 

In a replication of prior research (e.g. Koenig, Clement, & Harris, 2004; Koenig 

& Harris, 2005), in the paired condition, children trusted the accurate informant (M = 

2.38; 79% of the trials overall) over the inaccurate informant (M = 0.62; 21% of the trials 

overall). Of central theoretical interest is whether children distrust inaccurate informants 

in an absolute sense, such that they systematically reject the testimony of inaccurate 

informants. In order to address this issue, we determined that children’s level of trust in 

the single inaccurate condition (M = 2.46; 82% of the trials overall) was significantly 

greater than would be expected by chance performance, t(25) = 5.17, p < .001. 

Additionally, we compared the two conditions (paired and single inaccurate) with a 

previously-inaccurate informant. We found that children’s trust of the inaccurate 

informant was significantly greater in the single inaccurate condition than in the paired 

condition, t(53) = 7.37, p < .001. Finally, we compared children’s level of trust in the 

single inaccurate condition with the single accurate condition (M = 2.61; 87% of the trials 
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overall) and found no difference, t(55) = 0.67, ns. These results showed that children 

trusted the inaccurate informant when he or she was not paired with an opposing 

(accurate) informant, and they did so at the same level as their trust of the accurate 

informant.  

On the follow-up question, children overwhelmingly judged that both accurate 

and inaccurate speakers would be good people to ask about the label of a novel object. 

Specifically, 85% of the children in the single inaccurate condition and 84% of the 

children in the single accurate condition reported that the informant in question would be 

a good person to ask. This same general pattern was also seen in the paired condition 

where 86% of the children reported that the accurate informant would be a good person 

to ask compared to 79% of the children who reported that the inaccurate informant would 

be a good person to ask, McNemar’s c2 (1) = 0.73, ns. In addition, children’s explicit 

judgment of the inaccurate informant did not differ between the paired and single 

inaccurate conditions, McNemar’s c2 (1) = 0.26, ns.  

 Overall, the results suggest that although children trusted the accurate informant 

over the inaccurate informant when asked to choose between them, they nevertheless 

considered the inaccurate informant to still be generally trustworthy. This was evident 

both in their willingness to accept information provided by the single inaccurate 

informant and by their explicit judgments that an inaccurate informant would be as good 

of a person to ask about a novel object label as an accurate informant. 

Discussion 
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In Experiment 1 children accepted the novel labels of the inaccurate informant 

more often when he or she was the only informant than when he or she was paired with 

an accurate informant. Furthermore, children accepted the novel labels of the single 

inaccurate informant at a level greater than chance. These findings suggest that children’s 

specific inference about the inaccurate informant is that someone who got a few things 

wrong is less reliable than an accurate informant, but still generally reliable. That is, it 

appears children lower their level of trust in inaccurate informants only slightly. As such, 

our results suggest that children will tend to trust testimony from a single inaccurate 

informant alone long after they have acquired the ability to encode and track an 

informant’s previous inaccuracies (Corriveau et al., 2008; Koenig & Echols, 2003; 

Koenig & Woodward, 2010; Pea, 1982). Indeed, other studies have also found that 

preschool-age children will continue to trust single inaccurate informants who offer 

advice (Couillard &Woodward, 1999; Jaswal, Croft, Setia, & Cole, 2010; Vanderbilt, Liu 

& Heyman, 2011), and Krogh-Jespersen and Echols (2012) found that 24-month-olds 

also accepted labels from single inaccurate and ignorant speakers for novel objects. This 

decision to accept information from a single inaccurate informant stands in contrast to 

children’s rejection of information from the inaccurate informant in our paired condition, 

as well as their behavior in previous selective trust studies that have provided participants 

with contrasting informants on a within-subjects basis (Birch, et al., 2008; Koenig, 

Clement, & Harris, 2004; Koenig & Harris, 2005; Pasquini, et al., 2007). 

One interpretation of our results is that children are generally quite willing to 

accept information from inaccurate speakers, unless their testimony conflicts with that of 
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accurate (and perhaps neutral) speakers. Specifically, this account explains the difference 

between reasoning about inaccurate speakers in the single versus paired conditions during 

the test phase of the task, when two speakers offer conflicting advice to the child. 

However, an alternative possibility is that children need to observe the contrast between 

accurate and inaccurate speakers during the history phase (which occurred in the paired 

but not the single inaccurate condition) to highlight the inaccurate speaker’s deficits. 

Perhaps children simply need a working comparison of a speaker’s past accuracy relative 

to others to inform trust decisions, rather than conflicting offers of testimony during the 

test phase. If this second possibility is correct, we would expect to see children reject 

testimony from a single speaker with a history of inaccuracy, as long as they had also 

seen another speaker label the same objects correctly during the history phase. 

Experiment 2 tested this possibility by presenting children with the contrast of accurate 

and inaccurate informants during the history phase, but then testing children on only one 

of the informants.  

Experiment 2 

In a between-subjects design, we presented 3- and 4-year-olds with paired 

accurate and inaccurate informants during the history phase, but with only one of those 

informants during the test phase. In one condition, the informant during the test phase 

was the one who had been accurate, and in the other condition, the informant was the one 

who had been inaccurate.  

Method 

Participants 
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Forty-four 3- and 4-year-olds participated in Experiment 2; there were twenty-two 

3-year-olds (7 females and 15 males; M age = 3.5 years, age range: 3.0 to 3.9 years) and 

twenty-two 4-year-olds (10 females and 12 males; M age = 4.5 years, age range: 4.0 to 

4.9 years). Children were recruited from preschools and museums in southern California. 

The sample was approximately 77% Caucasian, 9% Asian, and 14% African-American. 

Materials and Procedure 

The materials for Experiment 2 were identical to Experiment 1. The familiar 

objects history phase of the paired condition in Experiment 1 was combined with the 

novel objects test phase of either the single inaccurate condition in Experiment 1 (for the 

Experiment 2 paired-single inaccurate condition) or the single accurate condition in 

Experiment 1 (for the Experiment 2 paired-single accurate condition); see Table 1. 

Lastly, as in Experiment 1, children were asked an explicit follow-up question about the 

informant. 

Results 

Results showed that children systematically accepted the testimony of the 

inaccurate informant. Children trusted the inaccurate speaker at a rate (M = 2.76; 92% of 

the trials overall) that was significantly greater than chance performance, t(20)=10.73, p 

< .001. Additionally, their trust of the informant in the paired-single inaccurate condition 

was not significantly different than in the paired-single accurate condition (M = 2.35; 

78% of the trials overall), t(42) = 1.55, ns. As in Experiment 1, on the follow-up 

question, children in both conditions reported that the informant would be a good person 

to ask for labels of novel objects; 76% of children in the paired-single inaccurate 
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condition and 78% of children in the paired-single accurate condition judged that the 

informant would be a good person to ask.  

A goal of Experiment 2 was to test the possibility that having the contrast between 

an accurate and an inaccurate informant highlights the inaccurate informant’s 

inaccuracies compared to only observing the inaccurate informant alone during the 

history phase. Thus, we compared children’s trust of the single inaccurate informant in 

the paired-single inaccurate condition of Experiment 2 and the single inaccurate 

condition of Experiment 1. Children’s trust of a single inaccurate informant did not differ 

between the conditions, t(45) = 1.29, ns. It appears that having the contrast of an accurate 

informant during the history phase did not impact children’s inference about the 

reliability of the inaccurate informant. Thus, offered conflicting testimony during the test 

phase may carry more weight in trust decisions. 

Discussion 

The results of Experiment 2 showed that the 3- and 4-year-olds accepted the novel 

labels of the single inaccurate informant as often as the novel labels of the single accurate 

informant. This was the case even though they observed the contrast between the accurate 

and the inaccurate informants during the history phase. Also, children accepted the novel 

labels of the single inaccurate informant as often in the paired-single inaccurate condition 

of Experiment 2 as in the single inaccurate condition of Experiment 1. That is, children 

trusted the single inaccurate informant regardless of whether there was an opposing 

accurate informant during the history phase to highlight the inaccuracies. Lending further 

support for these findings are children’s explicit judgments on the follow-up questions. 
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Across Experiments 1 and 2, children judged the inaccurate informant as someone who 

would be good to ask for information regardless of whether there was an opposing 

accurate informant during the history or the test phase.  

Experiment 3a 

 In Experiments 1 and 2, we demonstrated that young children readily accepted 

information from an informant with a history of inaccuracy unless they were presented 

with conflicting information from an accurate informant during test trials. Experiment 2 

showed that having the contrast of an accurate informant during the history phase did not 

impact children’s inference about the reliability of the inaccurate informant. Thus, the 

presence of another informant during the test phase appears to play a critical role in trust 

decisions. In Experiment 3, we examined children‘s trust decisions about an inaccurate 

informant’s testimony when the alternative informant during the test phase is a novel, 

neutral informant without any performance history. We examined two ways in which the 

neutral informant is paired with the inaccurate informant (see Table 1). In Experiment 3a, 

the neutral informant offers testimony that opposes the inaccurate informant during the 

test phase. In Experiment 3b, the neutral informant was available for children to seek 

information from during the test phase, but did not proactively offer testimony. 

Of interest in Experiment 3a was whether children would distrust the testimony of 

an inaccurate informant when conflicting testimony is from a neutral informant with 

unknown accuracy history. Corriveau et al. (2008) provide suggestive evidence that this 

is the case. This study found that children trusted testimony from a neutral source over 

testimony from an inaccurate one in cases where the neutral source provided only 
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uninformative statements (e.g., “let me look at that”) during their history phase. Of 

interest in the present experiment is whether their finding would replicate under the 

procedures of the present research when no information from the neutral source was 

provided during the history phase. Thus, the only information children received about the 

alternative source in our experiment was that they provided alternative testimony to the 

inaccurate informant. 

Method 

Participants 

Twenty 3- and 4-year-olds participated in Experiment 3a; there were nine 3-year-

olds (3 females and 6 males; M age = 3.63 years, age range: 3.13 to 3.93 years) and 

eleven 4-year-olds (4 females and 7 males; M age = 4.52 years, age range: 4.02 to 5.05 

years). Children were recruited from preschools and museums in southern California. The 

sample was approximately 65% Caucasian, 20% Asian, and 15% Hispanic. 

Materials and Procedure 

The materials for Experiment 3a were identical to Experiment 1. The familiar 

objects history phase was identical to that phase of the single inaccurate condition in 

Experiment 1. During the novel objects test phase, a second (neutral) puppet was 

presented. In each of three test trials, as in Experiment 1, the inaccurate puppet called one 

of two novel objects a novel label, the novel puppet then gave the same label for the other 

object, and children were asked to endorse one of the labels provided, by selecting the 

correct object. Children’s responses were coded for whether they accepted the novel 
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labels of the inaccurate informant. Critically, children answered the same test question as 

in the previous 2 experiments. 

Results and Discussion 

Consistent with the results of Corriveau et al., (2008), children trusted the novel 

informant at above chance levels t(19) = 2.15, p = 0.045 (M = 2.05; 68% of the trials 

overall). These results indicate that when another source offers conflicting testimony 

alongside an inaccurate source, children will rely on the alternate source, even when that 

source has no prior history of accuracy or inaccuracy. In line with the results from 

Experiment 1, these results also suggest that young children are adept at relative trust 

judgments, and will disregard the testimony of an inaccurate source when alternative 

testimony is provided.  

On the follow-up question, children reported that both the inaccurate and the 

neutral informant would be good people to ask for labels of novel objects; 80% of 

children reported that the inaccurate source would be a good person to ask, and 90% of 

children reported that the neutral informant would be a good person to ask. This suggests 

that children considered both informants to be generally reliable, despite the lack of 

evidence to confirm that assumption, or (in the case of the inaccurate informant) direct 

evidence to the contrary.  

Experiment 3b 

Experiment 3a showed that as long as children were given alternative testimony to 

that of the inaccurate informant, they showed appropriate selective trust. Of interest in 

Experiment 3b was whether the neutral informant in question had to proactively provide 
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alternative testimony, in order to cue children to distrust the inaccurate informants’ 

testimony, or whether the mere availability of an alternative source was sufficient. We 

addressed this question by providing children with only the testimony of an inaccurate 

informant, but in this case we made it clear that there was another source available for 

additional testimony if children sought that out. 

Method 

Participants 

Thirty-two 3- and 4-year-olds participated in Experiment 3b; there were eighteen 

3-year-olds (6 females and 12 males; M age = 3.60 years, age range: 3.08 to 3.98 years) 

and fourteen 4-year-olds (7 females and 7 males; M age = 4.58 years, age range: 4.07 to 

5.02 years). Children were recruited from preschools and museums in southern 

California. The sample was approximately 71.5% Caucasian, 12.5% Asian, and 15% 

Hispanic. 

Materials and Procedure 

The materials for Experiment 3b were identical to Experiment 1, and the 

procedure was the same as in Experiment 3a, except that the novel source remained silent 

during test trials and did not offer information unless asked by the child. All children 

were informed that the new puppet was there to answer any questions they had during the 

game, and all children confirmed verbally that they understood this. Children’s responses 

were coded for whether they accepted the novel labels of the inaccurate informant, and 

for whether or not they chose to solicit advice from the novel source. Again, the test 

question was identical to that from Experiments 1, 2 and 3a. 
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Results and Discussion 

Children in this condition trusted the inaccurate informant the majority of the time 

(M = 2.03; 68% of the trials overall) at a level above that expected by chance t(31) = 

2.83, p = .008. Because we wanted to understand the effect of a potential alternate neutral 

source during the test phase versus an alternate neutral source who proactively offers 

conflicting testimony, we compared children’s trust of the inaccurate informant in 

Experiment 3b with their trust in the inaccurate source in Experiment 3a. Children trusted 

the inaccurate informant in Experiment 3b (68% of the trials overall) more than the 

inaccurate informant in Experiment 3a (32% of the trials overall), t(50) = 3.47, p = .001. 

These results suggest that proactively offered conflicting testimony cues children’s 

selective trust, whereas simply having an alternative source present may not. Further, no 

children in this experiment took the opportunity to ask the neutral source for advice about 

which object to choose. Instead, all children relied solely on the testimony provided by 

the inaccurate informant to make their decision, by either accepting or going against the 

inaccurate informant’s testimony. These results indicate that children did not feel the 

need to ask another source for advice after receiving the inaccurate informant’s 

testimony1.  

The results of Experiments 3a and 3b suggest that children do not accept 

testimony from an inaccurate informant simply because that informant is the only source 

available. Instead, it appears that children are happy to accept an inaccurate informant’s 

testimony unless that source is actively opposed by conflicting testimony. This provides 
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further evidence that children do not infer an inaccurate informant is untrustworthy in an 

absolute sense. 

General Discussion 

The present research examines young children’s inferences about informants who 

provide testimony, with a focus on informants who have shown a history of inaccuracies. 

In a series of experiments, the present research is the first to systematically examine the 

nature of the inferences and decisions young children make about informants with a prior 

history of inaccuracies. We observed whether children trusted the testimony of speakers 

who had been accurate or inaccurate in the past. In Experiment 1, children selectively 

distrusted inaccurate informants when accurate informants provided conflicting 

information, but they trusted inaccurate informants who were presented alone. In 

Experiment 2, children who had previously observed the contrast between inaccurate and 

accurate informants, again systematically trusted inaccurate informants who offered 

testimony alone. Finally, in Experiment 3, children relied on testimony from a neutral 

speaker over testimony from an inaccurate speaker when both provided a label, but 

children accepted testimony from an inaccurate speaker rather than seeking information 

from an available source that did not automatically offer a label. Taken together, the 

present results demonstrate that young children’s inferences about inaccurate informants 

are of their relative reliability, not their absolute reliability. Further, these results suggest 

that preschool children may exercise selective trust only in situations where they must 

choose between at least two instances of offered testimony. This possibly is also 

consistent with findings of Krogh-Jespersen and Echols (2012), showing that although 
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24-month-olds were able to reject labels from single inaccurate and ignorant speakers for 

familiar objects, they were not able to do so for novel objects. Thus, children appear to 

exercise selective trust when testimony from an inaccurate informant conflicts with either 

another informants’ offered testimony or their own knowledge.  

Explicit judgment data also supports our claim that young children generally trust 

inaccurate informants. In all Experiments in which children were asked more than three 

quarters of children responded that the inaccurate source would be a good person to ask 

for novel object labels (79% and 85% in Experiment 1, 76% in Experiment 2, and 80% in 

Experiment 3a), and these responses were not significantly different than children’s rates 

of response to accurate informants. This was the case even in the paired condition of 

Experiment 1, when children were asked about both an accurate and an inaccurate 

speaker. In this case, 79% of the children reported that the inaccurate informant would be 

a good person to ask, which was not significantly different than the 86% of the children 

who reported that the accurate informant would be a good person to ask. These explicit 

judgments likely differ from what have been observed in prior research on selective trust 

of paired informants (e.g., Koenig, Clement, & Harris, 2004; Koenig & Harris, 2005) 

because we asked children to rate the absolute reliability of each individual informant, 

rather than to make a relative comparison between the two informants.  

Our results suggest that young children may not assign a large penalty in response 

to past inaccuracies and instead lower their level of trust only slightly. Therefore, 

although children encode and track inaccuracies (Corriveau et al., 2008) and trust 

inaccurate informants relatively less than accurate informants (Birch, Vauthier, & Bloom, 
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2008; Koenig, Clement, & Harris, 2004; Koenig & Harris, 2005; Pasquini, et al., 2007), 

they are generally quite willing to accept testimony from inaccurate informants when that 

is the only testimony offered to them.  

Why might children fail to appropriately question what they learn from 

previously-inaccurate individuals when conflicting testimony is not explicitly available to 

them? One possibility is that children identify the source as inaccurate, but trust their 

testimony nonetheless because that source’s testimony is all that is available. The results 

of Experiment 3, and children’s responses to explicit judgment questions indicate that 

this is not the case. Children in Experiment 3 accepted testimony from an inaccurate 

speaker even when another source was present and waiting to answer their questions. 

This suggests that children consider the inaccurate source to be a completely acceptable 

source of information, and do not feel the need to verify information they provide. 

Further, children’s responses to explicit judgment questions indicate that they do not 

consider sources with a history of inaccuracy to be unreliable sources. Thus, it is not the 

case that children are accepting testimony from these sources against their better 

judgment. They simply believe these sources are generally reliable, despite their past 

inaccuracies.  

Another possibility for why children fail to reject testimony from speakers with a 

history of inaccuracy is that their judgment is part of a broader tendency to view people 

in a positive light (Boseovski, 2010; Boseovski & Lee, 2008; Heyman & Giles, 2004; 

Lockhart, Chang, and Story, 2002). For example, children require less behavioral 

evidence to make positive attributions than negative attributions (Boseovski & Lee, 
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2006). It may be that children are reluctant to view people in negative terms without very 

strong evidence. A related possibility is that children have learned that people’s 

testimony is usually accurate, and so their default assumption is to accept what they hear 

in the absence of explicit alternatives. 

We believe it is especially important to understand how children evaluate 

testimony from individual informants, because this is arguably a more common situation 

than having to resolve simultaneously conflicting testimony between two or more 

informants. Although young children may have to resolve discrepancies in testimony 

provided at different times, they probably hear most inaccurate testimony without the 

concurrent benefit of explicit, conflicting testimony. Of course, as in Experiment 3, 

children are likely to have opportunities to seek out additional information when an 

informant has a history of inaccuracy, but our results suggest that they often fail to do so, 

even in cases where they are specifically reminded that such an option is available. This 

suggests that in everyday interactions children receiving testimony from inaccurate 

informants would be even less likely to seek out additional information, because they 

would have to generate the option of seeking out additional information. Indeed, our 

results are consistent with other research indicating that children often rely on single 

unreliable sources when information is presented in a familiar and conventional way 

(Couillard &Woodward, 1999; Jaswal et al., 2010; Krogh-Jespersen & Echols, 2012).  

Furthermore, in everyday interactions, the actual process of seeking out 

information can involve multiple cognitive demands that are not required in the present 

research, such as the ability to formulate appropriate questions (Mills, Legare, Bills, & 
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Mejias, 2010). This suggests that young children may be even less likely to seek out 

alternatives to inaccurate informants in everyday situations. 

Future research is needed to examine whether circumstances that can help explain 

how an informant’s prior inaccuracies, might affect the inferences young children make 

about inaccurate informants. One crucial question is how many instances of inaccurate 

information informants need to provide for children to judge them as being inaccurate. 

Research by Cameron and Lee (2000) suggests that children require several instances of 

consistent unreliability before they will reject information provided by a speaker, but 

further work is needed to address this question directly. Additionally, further work is 

needed to understand how children’s knowledge about the reason for inaccuracy might 

affect the inferences they draw (Nurmsoo & Robinson, 2009). In the critical condition of 

Nurmsoo and Robinson (2009), 3- to 5-year-olds discounted the past inaccuracies of an 

informant because the informant had the wrong type of perceptual access to hidden 

objects (e.g., providing color information after touching, but not seeing the objects). 

Interestingly, in the other condition of this study, children were asked to reason about an 

inaccurate informant (who provided inaccuracies but had the correct type of perceptual 

access) alone, and children did not systematically trust the single inaccurate informant. 

This finding appears to be inconsistent with the findings of the present research. 

However, we believe this apparent inconsistency can be explained by the fact that in the 

test trials presented in Nurmsoo and Robinson (2009), children were asked to guess the 

feature (e.g., the color) of each object before the inaccurate informant provided testimony 

that always contradicted the children’s guess. That is, the children were instructed to 
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overtly generate, ahead of time, an alternative to the testimony of the inaccurate 

informant. This interpretation is consistent with our suggestion that children require 

explicit alternatives to dissuade them from trusting the inaccurate informant. It is also 

consistent with Krogh-Jespersen and Echols (2012), who found that children accepted 

labels from inaccurate and ignorant speakers for novel objects but not for familiar objects 

they already had labels for (and thus had alternatives in their own knowledge). Additional 

studies are needed to examine what other forms such explicit alternatives can take.  

In the present research, we asked children to reason about informants with 

reference to learning about object labels. We investigated testimony about object labels 

because a substantial amount is known about children’s selective trust in this domain 

(Harris & Corriveau, 2011; Koenig & Harris, 2005), and our use of object labels 

facilitates comparison with this body of work. However, further research is needed to 

extend this work to other domains, such as learning how things work. In addition, more 

work is needed to understand the precise circumstances that affect children’s willingness 

to seek out information from others. 

In conclusion, our results suggest that young children do assign some 

consequence to informant’s inaccuracies, lowering their relative level of trust in these 

individuals. However, at least when there is only a single informant present to provide 

information, children do not appear to consider previously inaccurate sources to be 

unreliable in an absolute sense. It seems that children are generally trusting of a single 

informant alone, regardless of the informant’s prior history of reliability. 
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Footnote 

1We collected data for a control condition (N = 72) in which the test question was 

changed to explicitly remind children of the option to ask the neutral informant. In this 

version, 45% of children chose the object labeled by the inaccurate informant, 50% chose 

to ask the neutral informant, and 5% chose the opposite object of the one labeled by the 

inaccurate informant. These results show that even when explicitly reminded of the 

option to ask another informant, children still didn’t systematically reject the testimony of 

the inaccurate informant.  
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Table 2.1: Summary of Experimental Design: Number and Type of Informant 

 History Phase Informants  Test Phase Informants 

Group Number Type  Number Type 

Experiment 1      

Paired accurate-
inaccurate 2 A and I  2 A and I 

Single inaccurate 1 I  1 I 

Single accurate 1 A  1 A 

Experiment 2      

Paired single inaccurate 2 A and I  1 I 

Paired single accurate 2 A and I  1 A 

Experiment 3a 1 I  2 I and N 

Experiment 3b 1 I  2 I and Na 

Note. A = accurate informant; I = inaccurate informant; N = neutral informant. All 

informants actively provided testimony, except as specifically noted for the neutral 

informant in Experiment 3b. 

aNeutral informant did not actively provide testimony; children were informed at the start 

of the test phase that the neutral informant is available for them to ask about the test 

objects. 
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Chapter 2, in full, has been submitted for publication of the material as it may appear in 

In the absence of conflicting testimony, young children trust inaccurate informants in 

Developmental Science. Vanderbilt, K.E., Heyman, G. D., & Liu, D. 
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Abstract  
 

The present research investigated whether children’s inferences about unreliable 

informants are influenced by the mental state causing unreliability (either bad knowledge 

or bad intentions) and by the strength of the cues children receive about those mental 

states. Children (N = 170) played a searching game with a puppet who gave them 

inaccurate advice as a consequence of having bad knowledge or bad intentions. Results 

showed that when presented with minimal mental-state cues, children had greater initial 

distrust toward an unreliable source with bad knowledge than an unreliable source with 

bad intentions.  When presented with stronger cues to unreliability, children showed 

equal initial distrust toward sources with bad knowledge and bad intentions.  These 

findings suggest that children may have more difficulty reasoning about unreliability 

resulting from bad intentions. Although children showed effects of mental-state type and 

cue strength on initial trust,, the effects went away after receiving feedback on their 

performance, indicating that once children understand a source is unreliable they may no 

longer pay attention the reason a source is unreliable.  
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Young Children’s Judgment of Informant Reliability Based on Knowledge and Intentions 

 
 Children often rely on other people to teach them about the world around them, 

acquiring a great deal of their knowledge through the testimony and advice of others.  A 

consequence of this, however, is that children need to develop ways to judge whether 

someone is trustworthy as an informant.  As such, it is important to understand the 

development of how children evaluate the reliability of sources they encounter. Sources 

might provide inaccurate information due to having poor knowledge or bad intentions, 

and thus, children need to consider these two critical mental states when evaluating the 

reliability of sources.  Of primary interest in the present study is to compare the 

inferences children draw about individuals who provide incorrect information due to each 

of these two mental states: poor knowledge or bad intentions.  

 Previous research has documented that preschool-age children selectively trust 

speakers with a history of accurate performance over those with a history of inaccurate 

performance (see Harris & Corriveau, 2011 for review). This pattern has been observed 

with reference to a range of content domains, including learning novel object names 

(Clement, Koenig, & Harris, 2004; Koenig & Harris, 2005; Pasquini, Corriveau, Koenig, 

& Harris, 2007; Sabbagh & Baldwin, 2001), novel object functions (Birch, et al., 2008; 

DiYanni & Keleman, 2008; Jaswal, 2006; Koenig & Harris, 2005), the location of hidden 

objects (Robinson & Nurmsoo, 2009; Nurmsoo & Robinson, 2009a), and the contents of 

opaque containers (Robinson, Champion, and Mitchell, 1999). An important question 
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raised by these findings of young children’s selective trust is how this type of reasoning 

is associated with their developing understanding of mental states.   

It is possible that young children’s selective trust has nothing to do with reasoning 

about informants’ mental states.  When inaccurate performance is observed of potential 

sources, there is often no clear specific reasons for why they provided inaccurate 

information.  Moreover, it is not even clear that children would always consider mental 

states when they selectively trust one source over another; just as one might distrust a 

computer that provides inaccurate information without inferring or caring why it is 

unreliable, it is possible to distrust a person who provides inaccurate information without 

inferring or caring why he or she is unreliable (Heyman, 2008).  Indeed, Liu, Vanderbilt, 

and Heyman (2013) found that young children strongly weigh the external outcomes of 

informants’ past performance, regardless of the internal mental states (e.g., children 

trusted a malevolent informant with past accurate performance more than a benevolent 

informant with past inaccurate performance).  Nevertheless, Liu, Vanderbilt, and Heyman 

(2013) also found that when the external past performance was equated young children 

based their trust on informants’ mental states (e.g., children trusted a benevolent 

informant more than a malevolent informant when both showed past inaccurate 

performance).  This suggests that young children might not always or solely consider 

mental states in their selective trust, but they do so at least sometimes or in part.        

A small number of studies have examined the link between selective trust and 

mental-state understanding by correlating measures of selective trust with measures of 

theory of mind.  Some studies taking this approach have documented significant positive 
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correlations (DiYanni & Keleman, 2008, Diyanni, Nini, Rheel, & Livelli, 2012), but this 

pattern has not been observed in all studies (Pasquini, Corriveau, Koenig, & Harris, 

2007).  Other studies have addressed this question by examining whether children’s trust 

judgments are influenced by experimental manipulation of mental-state cues.  Nurmsoo 

and Robinson (2009) found that 3- to 5-year-olds showed some tendency to excuse bad 

information from sources when the bad information was provided in a context that could 

explain the inaccuracy, such as when an individual who was not able to name an object’s 

color when blindfolded. This suggests that children discounted inaccurate performance 

when it could be attributed to a lack of knowledge access.  Einav and Robinson (2011) 

found that 4- and 5-year-olds placed greater trust in sources who had previously given 

correct answers without getting help than they did in sources who had previously given 

correct answers who had consistently relied on getting help.  These studies and others 

(Jaswal & Malone, 2007; Lutz & Keil, 2002; Mascaro & Sperber, 2009; Sabbagh & 

Baldwin, 2001; Vanderbilt, Liu, & Heyman, 2011) suggest that children make some use 

of cues about informants’ knowledge or informants’ intentions when judging whether to 

trust them.  However, because no study has directly compared the two mental states, it is 

unknown whether children make use of them to evaluate sources on the same 

developmental time-table. 

Beliefs and desires are the two fundamental mental-state categories in people’s 

folk understanding of mental states and in children’s theory of mind development 

(Wellman, 1990).  Research in theory of mind suggests that children develop an explicit 

understanding of desires/intentions before an explicit understanding of beliefs/knowledge 
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(Wellman & Liu, 2004). Wellman and Liu (2004) found that young children develop an 

understanding of diverse desires (that different people can want different things) before 

developing an understanding of diverse beliefs (that different people can belief different 

things); they also develop an understanding of diverse desires before an understanding of 

knowledge access (that one requires perceptual access to have knowledge about an 

object). Even within the hotly debated topic of infant theory of mind, studies using 

looking-time measures suggest that infants demonstrate implicit understanding of 

intentions and goal-directed actions (Meltzoff, 2006; Woodward, 2009) before they 

demonstrate implicit understanding of knowledge and beliefs (Baillargeon, Scott, & He, 

2010). There is also evidence that reasoning about deceptive intentions enhances 

children’s understanding of beliefs (Chandler, Fritz, & Hala, 1991; Wellman, Cross, & 

Watson, 2001). Also consistent with the possibility that children may develop to trust 

selectively based on a speaker’s bad intentions before developing to trust selectively 

based on a speaker’s bad knowledge, is evidence that when children are provided with 

information about both a source’s intentions and knowledge, information about bad 

intentions often overrides information about knowledge (Landrum, Mills & Johnston, 

2013). This suggests that cues about intentions may be more salient to young children in 

their reasoning about informant reliability.  

Selective trust research examining children’s reasoning about bad intentions or 

about bad knowledge in isolation, however, points to the opposite prediction—that 

children may be more sophisticated at reasoning about inaccuracies based on knowledge 

rather than intentions. This prediction is based on findings that children as young as age 3 
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or 4 years show substantial sophistication in making distinctions based on a source’s 

knowledge (Jaswal & Malone, 2007; Lutz & Keil, 2002; Sabbagh & Baldwin, 2001), but 

that children of the same age (Mascaro & Sperber, 2009; Vanderbilt, Liu & Heyman, 

2011) or even older (Heyman & Legare, 2005) show evidence of having difficulty 

reasoning about the implications of having bad intentions.  

 The apparent differences across studies in selective trust, however, might be due 

to methodological differences between studies. Previous studies have varied along a 

range of dimensions that could affect children’s inferences: the number of sources who 

provide testimony to children, the type of testimony sources provide, the way in which 

testimony is provided by sources, the way in which children are asked to respond, and the 

way in which children receive information about sources. The possibility that differences 

in reasoning about knowledge versus intentions is an artifact of differing methodologies 

across studies is also supported by evidence documenting that study design can 

sometimes dramatically influence results. For example, Vanderbilt, Heyman, and Liu 

(2013) demonstrated that children selectively relied on testimony from an accurate 

speaker over an inaccurate speaker, but children overwhelmingly relied on testimony 

from an inaccurate speaker when that speaker was the only one to offer testimony. This 

points to a need for a direct comparison between how children reason about knowledge 

versus intentions on the same selective trust task. In the present research we made such 

direct comparisons. 

 A secondary goal of the present research was to examine whether the strength of 

reliability cues provided to young children would influence their level of trust. Research 
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has suggested that children are hesitant to draw negative conclusions about others in the 

absence of very salient cues (Boseovski, 2010) and that providing children with stronger 

evidence of the unreliability of sources may help them to overcome this tendency 

(Heyman, Sritanyaratana, & Vanderbilt, 2013). Consistent with this possibility is 

evidence that young children showed substantially lower rates of distrust of deceptive 

sources when cues were weak (Vanderbilt et al., 2011) than in a study when cues were 

strong (Heyman et al., 2013). Specifically, in Vanderbilt et al. (2011), the only reliability 

cue was the source’s deceptive behavior, but in Heyman et al. (2013), multiple cues were 

provided: the source was a well known bad character (i.e., the big bad wolf) and 

participants were explicitly told and repeatedly reminded of his bad motives. However, as 

is the case with attempting to draw conclusions by comparing intentions and knowledge 

across studies, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the effect of the strength of 

reliability cues without a direct comparison within the same study. As such, the present 

research also systematically varied the amount of information provided to children about 

sources. In low cue conditions, children were provided with only minimal cues to the 

unreliability of the speakers, whereas in high cue conditions, children were provided with 

stronger cues to the reliability of the speaker as well as its situational consequences.  

Method 

Participants 

One hundred seventy 3- and 4-year-olds participated in this experiment; there 

were eighty-three 3-year-olds (46 females and 37 males; M age = 3.5 years, age range: 

2.8 to 3.9 years) and eighty-seven 4-year-olds 44 females and 43 males; M age = 4.5 



 

	  

73 

 

years, age range: 4.0 to 5.2 years).  The four conditions (low cue-bad intention, low cue-

bad knowledge, high cue-bad intention, and high cue-bad knowledge) were assigned 

randomly between subjects; mean age did not differ significantly between conditions (M 

age = 4.1 years, 4.0 years, 4.1 years, and 4.0 years, respectively).  Children were recruited 

from preschools and museums in southern California. The sample was approximately 

76% Caucasian, 16% Asian, 3% African American, and 5% Hispanic. 

Materials and Procedure 

 The procedure was adapted from Heyman, Sritanyaratana, and Vanderbilt (2013). 

Children were seated at a table across from the experimenter and familiarized with a 

sticker search task. Two boxes, one yellow and one green, were placed in front of the 

child. Children were told that a sticker would be hidden in one of the two boxes and if 

they picked the correct box, they could keep the sticker. Next, children were introduced 

to a monkey puppet (operated by a second experimenter), who would be playing the 

game with them. The puppet was introduced with descriptions (detailed below) in 

accordance with one of four conditions (low cue-bad intention, low cue-bad knowledge, 

high cue-bad intention, or high cue-bad knowledge).  Children then received advice from 

the puppet on each of six trials of the sticker search task. On each trial, the puppet 

touched one of the boxes and said “The sticker’s in the [green] box.” The color and 

spatial location of the suggested box were counterbalanced between trials. After the 

puppet’s testimony, children were asked to select the box they believed contained the 

sticker. Children’s responses were coded for whether or not they followed the advice of 

the puppet.  
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When the puppet was introduced, children heard one of two mental state 

descriptions—both descriptions indicated that the puppet was a bad source of 

information, but for different reasons. In the bad intention condition, the puppet was 

described as mean but knowledgeable, and in bad knowledge condition, the puppet was 

described as nice, but lacking knowledge. 

The strength of the cues to the puppet’s unreliability (high or low) was varied 

orthogonally to the mental state (bad intention or bad knowledge). In the low cue-bad 

intention condition, children were told that the puppet “knew where stickers were hiding, 

but did not want people to find stickers.” In the low cue-bad knowledge condition, 

children were told that the puppet “wanted people to find stickers but did not know where 

stickers were hiding.”  For both low cue conditions, children received the following low 

cue feedback about their choice after each trial: the box selected was immediately opened 

(revealing a sticker or no sticker). If there was a sticker, it was placed aside for the child 

to take home.  If there was no sticker inside, the other box was opened to reveal the 

sticker, and the child was not allowed to keep the sticker.  

 In the high cue-bad intention condition, children were told that the puppet “wants 

to be mean and does not want people to find stickers” and that he “tricks people so they 

cannot find stickers.” In the high cue-bad knowledge condition, children were told that 

the puppet “wants to help people find sticker but never knows where stickers are hiding” 

and that he “always thinks the stickers are in one when really they are in the other.” 

Importantly, children in both high cue conditions also received information about why 

the mental-state descriptions of the puppet were relevant to them: all children were told 
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that the puppet’s unreliable mental state meant that he “always says the wrong answer.” 

For both high cue conditions, children received the following high cue feedback about 

their choice after each trial: the box selected was immediately opened (revealing a sticker 

or no sticker). If there was a sticker, it was placed aside for the child to take home, and 

the experimenter said, “he told you the wrong answer, but you found the sticker anyway.” 

If there was no sticker inside, the other box was opened to reveal the sticker, and the 

child was not allowed to keep the sticker, and the experimenter said, “the sticker’s not in 

this box, it’s in this other one. He told you the wrong answer.” After the feedback from 

the experimenter, the puppet also proclaimed, “I always say the wrong answer!” 

Results 

Figure 1 shows the proportion of children who trusted the informant across trials 

(collapsed across condition and age). As can be seen from Figure 1, informant trust 

decreased over trials. The decrease was especially pronounced from trial 1 to trial 2, 

which was likely a result of the feedback provided after each trial.  Informant trust was 

significantly greater on trial 1 (62%) than on each of the later trials: trial 2 (45%), 

McNemar’s χ2(1) = 16.00, p < .001, trial 3 (41%), McNemar’s χ2(1) = 21.25, p < .001, 

trial 4 (42%), McNemar’s χ2(1) = 18.15, p < .001, trial 5 (37%), McNemar’s χ2(1) = 

25.57, p < .001, trial 6 (37%), McNemar’s χ2(1) = 28.02, p < .001.  We did not expect 

such significant trial effects.  However, because our central theoretical question was 

whether children reason about unreliability differently for bad intentions and bad 

knowledge, we analyzed initial response (trial 1) separately from the post-feedback 
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responses (trials 2 to 6) to isolate the effects of informant mental state from the effects of 

feedback.  

Initial trust.  A logistic regression, with age, mental state (bad intention versus 

bad knowledge), cue strength (high versus low), and their interactions as independent 

variables, was conducted on children’s first trial response. Results showed significant 

main effects of age, Wald χ2(1) = 8.00, p = .005, and cue strength, Wald χ2(1) = 9.12, p = 

.003.  Distrust of the unreliable informant was greater for 4-year-olds than 3-year-olds, 

and distrust of the unreliable informant was greater with stronger cues.  There was a 

marginally significant main effect of mental state, Wald χ2(1) = 3.69, p = .055, with 

children distrusting the bad knowledge informant more than the bad intention informant.  

There was a significant interaction between mental state and cue strength, Wald χ2(1) = 

4.17, p = .041. Follow-up analyses indicated that the effect of the mental state 

manipulation was significant in the low cue condition, χ2(1) = 7.52, p = .006, but not in 

the high cue condition, χ2(1) = 0.05, ns. Children distrusted the bad knowledge informant 

more than the bad intention informant in the low cue condition, but they did not 

differentiate between informants with the two mental states in the high cue condition.  

These results suggest that when there is minimal information about the mental states of 

sources, young children are better at making trust judgments based on informant 

knowledge than on informant intentions; however, when there are stronger information 

about sources, young children are equally able to make trust judgments about informant 

knowledge and intentions.  None of the other interactions in the logistic regression were 

significant. 
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Trust after feedback.  For the post-feedback responses, we conducted a 2 (Age: 

3 or 4 years) x 2 (Cue Strength: High versus low) x 2 (Mental State: bad intention versus 

bad knowledge) analysis of variance (ANOVA) on total distrust score for trials 2 through 

6. There was a significant main effect of age in which 4-year-olds distrusted the 

unreliable informant (75.9% of the time) more than 3-year-olds (42.7% of the time), F(1, 

162) = 33.96, p < .001.  None of the other main effects were significant, and there were 

no interactions.  These results suggest that once children receive feedback, the 

distinctions between mental state conditions and between cue strength conditions no 

longer influenced children’s reasoning.  

Discussion 

 In the present study we examined how readily young children come to the 

conclusion that an individual providing inaccurate information is untrustworthy. We did 

so with a focus on examining the effects of what children are told about the mental state 

of the source. We found that mental state information affected initial trust judgments, 

with children showing more sophisticated reasoning about mistakes based on knowledge 

rather than about mistakes based on intentions. This finding is consistent with previous 

work collectively showing that children as young as age 3 or 4 show substantial 

sophistication in making distinctions based on a source’s knowledge (Sabbagh and 

Baldwin, 2001 Jaswal & Malone, 2007; Lutz &Keil, 2002), but that children of the same 

age or older often fail to systematically use information about an individual’s intentions 

to make inferences about trust (Heyman & Legare, 2005; Mascaro & Sperber, 2009; 

Vanderbilt, Liu & Heyman, 2011). However, isolating mental states as the key factor 
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distinguishing these results was previously difficult due to differences between studies, 

and recent research suggests that differences across studies can make a large difference in 

the pattern of results observed (Vanderbilt, Heyman, and Liu, 2013). The present study 

controlled for these factors and indeed found that it is more difficult for children to 

reason about bad intentions than bad knowledge prior to receiving feedback.  This 

indicates that children may indeed begin to be skeptical of sources who lack knowledge 

before becoming skeptical of sources who intend to deceive. This may be the case 

because understanding the implications of trusting a source described as deceptive is 

more difficult for young children, or requires more advanced theory of mind.  

The fact that children showed more sophisticated reasoning about bad knowledge 

than bad intentions raises the question of why the results of some studies suggest that we 

might have observed the reverse pattern. Specifically, there is clear evidence that young 

children show a strong tendency to successfully reason about desires before they 

successfully reason about beliefs (Wellman & Liu, 2004). This may be because there is a 

critical distinction to be made between understanding bad desires and understanding 

other kinds of desires. For example, children may readily accept that others can have 

different food preferences that cause them to make particular food choices before they 

understand that people can have bad intentions that make them inflict negative 

consequences on others. Such a relative difficulty reasoning about bad intentions could 

reflect general tendencies to avoid viewing people negatively in a moral sense 

(Boseovski, 2010) or to a difficulty in distinguishing between what children know about 
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how someone should act versus how they do act (Heyman, Fu, & Lee, 2013; Heyman & 

Legare, 2005).  

 In addition to our primary findings we found direct evidence that children showed 

more sophisticated reasoning when given strong unreliability cues than weak reliability 

cues. Prior research had suggested that children might make such a distinction (Heyman 

et al, 2013; Vanderbilt et al, 2011), and the direct comparison done in the present 

research allowed us to document it. Cue strength may have influenced children’s 

assessments for a few reasons. First, as previously suggested, stronger cues to the 

negative qualities of speakers may have helped children overcome a reluctance to make 

negative assessments of others who demonstrate unreliability. Second, stronger cues may 

have helped to prompt skepticism in children with only a weak understanding of the 

implications of unreliability.  

 Interestingly, neither mental state information, nor cue strength, made a difference 

in children’s judgments after children began receiving feedback on the sticker task. This 

is particularly notable because the manipulation of cue strength included information 

about the characteristics of the speaker, as well as stronger feedback cues. We interpret 

this to mean that the feedback children receive tends to override other information they 

receive, possibly because direct feedback is easier for children to reason about than the 

internal qualities of others. This suggests that young children may only consider the 

mental states of others when they don’t have other cues to use as shortcuts to inform their 

trust judgments.   



 

	  

80 

 

 The explanation that when young children have available shortcuts they no longer 

focus on theory of mind is also consistent with results showing an effect of mental state 

on initial trust judgments in the low cue but not the high cue condition.  This is because 

the high cue condition provided children with information about the source that outlined 

the consequences of the speakers’ mental states (i.e., that the speaker would say the 

wrong answer) that could have lessened their need to attend to mental states. This 

possibility suggests that once children understand the consequences of a speaker’s 

unreliability, they no longer attend to the cause of unreliability. This finding is consistent 

with results from Liu, Vanderbilt and Heyman (2012) indicating that children tend to 

attend to the outcome of their search in the sticker task, rather than the intentions of their 

partners.   

It is also possible that children did not discriminate between types of sources in 

the high-cue condition because hearing the extra cues to speaker unreliability, especially 

that the speaker would “say the wrong answer,” really drove home for children that the 

deceptive sources meant to deceive them. In line with this idea, hearing about the 

consequences of speakers’ mental states might have been especially helpful for young 

children reasoning about bad intentions but not about bad knowledge because children 

may already be familiar with the consequences of bad knowledge, but may not yet have a 

full understanding of the implications of having bad intentions.  

 These findings also have important implications for debates about the relation 

between theory of mind capacities and trust (Heyman, 2008): It may be that these 
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capacities predict trust judgments primarily in situations where children rely on mental 

states to distrust rather than on other cues.  

 The results presented here are the first to directly compare children’s reasoning 

about speakers who are unreliable due to bad knowledge and children’s reasoning about 

speakers who are unreliable due to bad intentions. This direct comparison revealed that 

children have more difficulty distrusting deceptive sources. This was also the first study 

to directly investigate how cue strength influences children’s trust judgments. We found 

that cue strength can facilitate reasoning especially with reference to individuals 

intentionally providing inaccurate information. Further, this study highlights the 

importance of directly comparing different aspects of tasks used to measure selective 

trust in order to most clearly assess children reasoning in this domain. Future research 

will be needed to continue to equate different aspects of selective trust tasks and to 

directly investigate the role feedback plays in children’s trust judgments. 
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Figure 3.1: The percentage of children who distrusted the speaker’s suggestion on each of 

six trials of the sticker search task 
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Chapter 3, in full, is currently being prepared for submission for publication of the 

material. Vanderbilt, K.E., Heyman, G. D., & Liu, D. The dissertation author was the 

primary investigator and author of this paper. 
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 In this set of experiments, our goal was to investigate preschool children’s 

understanding of unreliability and their ability to selectively trust more reliable sources. 

Our research suggests several new findings in the domain of selective trust.  

 In Chapter 1, we were primarily interested in whether or not children demonstrate 

selective trust of helpful over deceptive speakers, and how children’s selective trust 

relates to their understanding of mental states. We presented children with speakers who 

had either a past history of helpfulness or deception, and measured whether children 

followed the advice of these speakers when looking for a hidden sticker. We found that 5-

year-olds, but not 4- and 3-year-olds selectively relied on advice from more helpful 

speakers. Although there was a significant increase in the amount of distrust displayed in 

deceptive sources between 3- and 4-year-olds, it was not until 5 years of age that children 

discriminated between different types of sources. Interestingly, we also found that both 4- 

and 5-year-olds were able to verbally identify more deceptive sources and accurately 

predict the future behavior of these sources in the same context. 5-year-olds were also 

able to make generalized assessments of these speakers, by pointing out who was 

generally nice or mean, and predicting the behavior of sources in alternative contexts. 

Notably, 4-year-olds were able to verbally predict that previously deceptive sources 

would try to deceive them in the future, but still did not discriminate between helpful and 

deceptive sources on behavioral measures. This suggests that children may possess 

knowledge about a speaker’s unreliability before they are able to use that information to 

inform their trust judgments. Finally, we found a relationship between children’s 
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selective trust of more helpful sources and their understanding of mental states, indicating 

that children’s understanding of reliability was related to their theory of mind 

understanding.  

 In Chapter 2, we were primarily interested in investigating whether children make 

relative or absolute judgments about a speaker’s unreliability. Children heard speakers 

accurately or inaccurately label familiar objects. Then, the same speakers labeled novel 

objects; either an individual source provided labels or two sources provided conflicting 

labels, and children’s endorsements of these labels were measured.  We found that 

children systematically rejected the advice of unreliable speakers when they provided 

testimony that conflicted with testimony from another speaker, but that children 

systematically relied on advice from unreliable speakers when those sources were the 

only ones to proactively offer advice. Further, children in all cases believed that 

unreliable speakers would be good people to ask for information in the future. These 

results indicate that children make relative judgments about the reliability of sources they 

encounter, and do not consider unreliable sources to be wholly unreliable, but only 

slightly less reliable than any other source. This suggests that children may have a weak 

or incomplete understanding of the reliability of sources.   

 In Chapter 3, we were primarily interested in whether children’s inferences about 

unreliable speakers would be influenced by the mental state that caused the speaker to be 

unreliable (either bad knowledge or bad intentions) and the strength of the cues children 

received about those mental states. Children were presented with a speaker who gave bad 

advice either because he lacked knowledge or because he had bad intentions, and children 
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heard descriptions that involved strong or weak cues to the mental state of the speaker. 

We found that children showed more initial distrust toward sources who were unreliable 

due to bad knowledge, and that stronger cues to unreliability were particularly helpful for 

children when reasoning about deceptive sources. These results indicate that children 

may have more difficulty reasoning about unreliability resulting from bad intentions, as 

children showed great improvement in their reasoning about deceptive sources when they 

had more information. We also found that after receiving feedback on their trust 

judgments, children appeared to use external feedback cues to make their decisions in 

lieu of focusing on mental states. This indicates that children may use feedback cues as a 

shortcut to reasoning about reliability, rather than reasoning about the mental states of 

others, and that children may not consider the reason for unreliability once they know a 

source is incorrect.  

 Taken together, our research suggests that children may not always use 

information they possess about the mental states of speakers to make trust judgments. We 

saw this in some form in each of the three chapters discussed. In Chapter 1, 4-year-olds 

were able to identify sources who wanted to deceive them and predict their future 

behavior, but still trusted these sources as much as they trusted helpful sources. This 

suggests that 4-year-olds may be able to make inferences about speakers, but not yet 

always be able to use that knowledge of mental states to inform their actions. This finding 

supports the idea that young children’s ability to make inferences about the mental states 

of others may arise separately from their ability to apply that information to future 

predictions and choices (Flavell, 1974). Children may require a stronger understanding of 
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reliability before they are able to use their knowledge of mental states to inform their 

trust judgments. In Chapter 2, we observed that children often believed inaccurate 

sources to be reliable, and did so even in situations in which they rejected information 

provided by those sources. This suggests that children may not have a full understanding 

of the implications of unreliability displayed by others. Here as well, children’s ability to 

make inferences about the reliability of a source does not always seem to align with their 

ability to make trust judgments. Woolley (2006) proposes that such mismatches in 

children’s verbal and behavioral assessments shed light on the quality of their 

understanding in a given domain, suggesting that when children show strong reasoning 

on one type of measure (either verbal or behavioral), but weakness on the other, it 

indicates children may not yet have a full understanding of the domain in question. This 

corroborates our suggestion that children may have a weak or developing understanding 

of reliability and its implications. In Chapter 3, we observed that children did not rely on 

their knowledge of a source’s mental state when other cues to reliability were available. 

Children in this study focused on external feedback cues as a shortcut to assessing 

reliability, rather than thinking about the mental state of the speaker. This suggests that 

children do not always rely on knowledge they have about a source when making trust 

judgments and is consistent with findings from Liu, Vanderbilt and Heyman (2013) 

indicating that children often pay attention to outcome information rather than the 

internal characteristics of others. Further, this result indicates that children may have 

trouble understanding why it is critical to attend to a source’s mental states when making 

trust judgments. Collectively the findings from these three chapters suggest that children 
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may not have a full understanding of unreliability and its consequences (even when they 

demonstrate correct reasoning on selective trust tasks), and do not always take into 

account the mental states of others when making trust judgments.  

 Our results also address methodological aspects of experimentation in selective 

trust in two ways. First, these findings highlight the importance of including multiple 

measures when investigating children’s understanding of selective trust. In Chapters 1 

and 2 we used both verbal and behavioral measures in our tasks. This allowed us to 

assess children’s selective trust, as well as the reasoning behind their choices, and in turn 

revealed many nuances of their understanding which would not have been apparent from 

a single measure of selective trust, and had not previously been addressed by the 

literature. For example, in Chapter 1, through the use of multiple measures we were able 

to determine that children had made inferences about the deceptive intentions of speakers 

even though they did not display distrust toward these sources. Importantly, as in this 

example, we often found differences in our measures that led us to a better 

characterization of how children were reasoning about sources during our tasks. Second, 

we found evidence that even small methodological changes sometimes had large effects 

on children’s trust judgments. In Chapter 2 we observed that conflict in testimony, rather 

than testimony itself, played a large role in prompting selective trust in children. In 

Chapter 3 we found a large shift in children’s trust judgments as a result of the strength of 

the information available about the mental state of the speaker. These results provide 

evidence that children are indeed attending to specific details in order to assess reliability 
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in others accurately. However, it also means that small changes can have a large 

influence on children’s decisions while their understanding is developing.  

 Finally, our results highlight the idea that the development of children’s 

understanding of reliability is a gradual and nuanced process. Rather than developing all 

at once, children’s understanding in this area seems to develop slowly throughout the 

preschool years and may develop in separate steps or components that build toward a full 

understanding of reliability. As we have observed, 5-year-olds, but not 3- or 4-year-olds 

selectively rely on more helpful sources, as well as make inferences and predictions about 

the behavior of such speakers in both similar and generalized contexts. Four-year-olds 

can identify and predict the future behavior of deceptive sources, and can selectively trust 

more competent sources, but not more honest sources. And 3-year-olds can selectively 

rely on more competent sources when both a competent and an incompetent source both 

provide conflicting testimony. However, 3- and 4-year-olds still consider sources with a 

history of unreliability to be mostly trustworthy, and do not always use their knowledge 

of speaker’s mental states to inform their trust judgments, possibly because they do not 

fully understand the implications of unreliability or the consequences of trusting an 

unreliable source. Together the results presented here suggest that children’s 

understanding may develop as components of a larger ability to assess and deploy 

selective trust, and to understand the implications of doing so.   

 In closing, from the research presented here we now have a clearer and more 

descriptive picture of how children understand the reliability of others. We now have 

evidence that children begin to distrust deceptive sources around 4 or 5 years of age and 
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that selective trust is related to mental state understanding. We have evidence that 

children’s selective trust of more knowledgeable sources likely arises before their 

selective trust of more prosocial sources, and that children make relative trust judgments 

prior to absolute trust judgments. And we have evidence that children may not fully 

understand the implications of unreliability even when they can identify, or even distrust, 

a bad source. It is apparent from these results that children’s understanding in this area is 

complex and takes several years to develop, and that all aspects of this understanding 

may not develop at the same time.  Though much more research will be needed to fully 

understand children’s reasoning in this domain, the research presented in this dissertation 

has made a significant contribution to our understanding of children’s reasoning about the 

reliability of sources and the factors that influence children’s judgments of such sources. 
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