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years) exercised epistemic vigilance in a task that required 
them to determine the moral character of a novel agent. 
Children were presented with two informants who first 
demonstrated to possess either positive or negative inten-
tions toward a third party and subsequently provided con-
trasting testimonies about the moral character of a novel 
agent; children were asked to decide which moral testi-
mony to trust.

Epistemic trust

Deciding whom to trust is a crucial task, and children’s 
epistemic trust has been the subject of a number of studies. 
Whereas infant researchers have provided evidence that pre-
verbal infants hold physical, numerical, biological, linguis-
tic, psychological, and sociomoral expectations (sometimes 
defined naïve theories or core knowledge) overall suggest-
ing that humans are equipped with early-emerging and dedi-
cated learning mechanisms for representing notions across 
a variety of domains (Carey, 2009; Spelke, 2022; see also 

Human societies depend on cultural and knowledge trans-
mission and cooperative exchanges (Henrich, 2016). 
Individuals, and especially children, rely on others’ tes-
timonies to successfully navigate their social and epis-
temic environment. Because of this dependency on others 
in acquiring knowledge, a serious pitfall is the possibility 
of being deceived. Thus, individuals tend to exercise epis-
temic vigilance, that is, they beware of potential sources of 
misinformation by assessing what are the intentions and 
aims of informants and, ultimately, whether they are likely 
to be honest (Mercier, 2020; Sperber et al., 2010). Here, 
for the first time, we asked if school-age children (6–10 

	
 Francesco Margoni
francesco.margoni@uis.no

1	 Department of Social Studies, University of Stavanger, 
Stavanger, Norway

2	 Department of Psychology, University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway
3	 Department of Psychology, University of Milano-Bicocca, 

Milan, Italy

Abstract
Research has shown that by age 5–6 years, children fully integrate information about agents’ mental states into their 
verbal moral judgments: When asked to say whether an agent is morally good or bad, they rely on the agent’s intentions 
more than on its action’s outcomes. Research has also shown that from an early age, children use a plethora of social and 
moral cues when deciding whom to trust in learning and testimony situations. Here, for the first time, we asked if and 
how children’s trust in informants who relay information about the moral character of a novel agent is influenced by the 
valence of the intentions underlying the informants’ prior actions. Italian children aged 6 to 10 years (n = 219, 112 female) 
were first presented with two puppets and asked to judge them. One puppet accidentally caused harm (neutral intention, 
negative outcome), the other attempted but failed to do so (negative intention, neutral outcome). Next, the puppets gave 
contrasting testimonies about whether a novel agent was good or bad. Findings revealed that the tendency to trust the 
assessment of the well-intentioned puppet concerning the novel agent emerged at age 8, whereas younger children sim-
ply showed to believe that the novel agent was good, regardless of the testimonies they received. These results suggest 
that despite the ability to generate intent-based moral judgments emerges at age 5–6, the tendency to rely on intentions 
underlying past actions of informants when assessing informants’ testimonies about the moral character of a third party 
undergoes significant change in childhood.
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Margoni et al., 2024), cognitive developmental psycholo-
gists have started addressing the further question of how 
most of our beliefs about the world (which do not fall into 
the category of basic naïve built-in knowledge) are acquired 
via testimony. For example, to learn about historical events, 
children necessarily need to rely on the testimony of others. 
Developmental psychologists use the terms selective trust, 
trust in testimony and/or epistemic trust to denote the pro-
cess of selecting whom to believe and whom to approach 
to gain new information, a process that allows cultural and 
knowledge transmission in the human species (e.g., Clé-
ment et al., 2004; Harris & Corriveau, 2011; Koenig & 
Harris, 2007). A crucial prediction of evolutionary models 
of cultural transmission (Richerson & Boyd, 2005) is that 
humans are equipped with early-emerging biases that guide 
their selection of the models or informants to learn from. 
Within this theorical framework, researchers have investi-
gated if children trust some informants systematically more 
than others, finding a positive answer to the question and 
further revealing under which conditions an informant is 
trusted.

Exhaustively reviewing this literature would be beyond 
the scope of this short article. Still, a few relevant findings 
can be quickly summoned for the reader. Overall, we know 
that from an early age, children use a plethora of cues when 
deciding whom to trust (for a meta-analysis, see Tong et 
al., 2020). When the task requires to learn a new word, an 
object function, or acquire a new belief, preschoolers selec-
tively trust informants who previously had been accurate 
vs. inaccurate (Birch et al., 2008; Clément et al., 2004; 
Corriveau et al., 2013; Koenig et al., 2004; Pasquini et al., 
2007; Ronfard & Lane, 2018), knowledgeable vs. ignorant 
(Gillis & Nilsen, 2013; Koenig & Harris, 2005; Sabbagh 
& Baldwin, 2001), and reliable vs. unrealiable (Rakoczy 
et al., 2009; Ronfard & Lane, 2019). Moreover, pointing 
to a possible cautionary and adaptive strategy, preschool-
ers have been shown to attend to familiar, similar, ingroup 
or native-accented informants over unfamiliar, dissimi-
lar, outgroup or foreign-accented informants (Corriveau 
& Harris, 2009; Elashi & Mills, 2014; MacDonald et al., 
2013; Kinzler et al., 2011).

Research has also shown that children’s socio-moral 
evaluations of informants can have downstream effects on 
their decisions about whom to trust and learn from (Koe-
nig et al., 2019; Marble & Boseovski, 2020). Some stud-
ies have reported that preschoolers selectively rely on the 
testimony of kind (over mean) agents and of agents who 
kept their promises (over those who did not) (Isella et al., 
2018; Mascaro & Sperber, 2009), whereas other studies 
have found evidence of a gradual development of these 
tendencies during middle childhood (Heyman et al., 2013; 
Vanderbilt et al., 2011). Doebel and Koenig (2013) have 

also reported that preschoolers selectively trust informants 
who behaved in a good vs. bad manner, but effect sizes 
were small. And in an interpersonal trust task, school-age 
children but not preschoolers were shown to trust help-
ing agents more than hindering agents (Margoni et al., 
2022). However, even more than external outcomes of 
one’s actions (i.e., whether one helped or told the truth vs. 
harmed or lied), the intentions underlying one’s actions 
are ostensibly taken by people as particularly diagnostic 
of an agent’s moral character (Cushman, 2015; Monroe 
& Malle, 2017), where the assessment of the informant’s 
moral character has been shown to guide children’s trust. 
Indeed, Liu et al. (2013) have demonstrated that 5- and 
6-year-olds rely on their assessment of informants’ past 
outcomes but also intentions (to help or deceive others by 
relaying true or false information) to decide whether to 
trust their testimony about objects location.

Building on this prior research, the main aim of the cur-
rent study was to test– for the first time– if children also 
use their intent-based evaluation of the moral character of 
an informant to guide their decision whether to trust its 
moral evaluation of a novel unknown agent. We now briefly 
review the literature on the ontogeny of intent-based moral 
judgment, which will also prove useful in justifying why we 
focused on middle childhood in our study.

Intent-based moral judgment and 
mentalistic reasoning

Integrating the evaluation of people’s intentions into the 
moral judgment of those people’s actions or character 
traits is not an easy task for children, especially when the 
valence of the agent’s intentions does not match the valence 
of the action’s outcomes, as in the case of accidental 
harm (Margoni & Surian, 2016, 2020; Rosset & Rottman, 
2014). Whereas young preschoolers, at about age 3 or 4, 
rely mainly on actions’ outcomes or equally on intentions 
and outcomes, by age 5 or 6, children start to rely mainly 
(and systematically across situations and tasks that require 
a verbal response) on agents’ intentions (e.g., Cushman et 
al., 2013; Li & Tomasello, 2018; Margoni & Surian, 2017; 
Nobes et al., 2016, 2017; Proft & Rakoczy, 2018). Impor-
tantly for the present study, this research suggests that to test 
if children’s intent-based moral judgment (i.e., the tendency 
to prioritize intentions over outcomes in the moral evalu-
ation) guides children’s selective trust, we must focus on 
children older than 5. Moreover, the focus on middle child-
hood is justified by the presence of a well-known cognitive 
phenomenon for which children, especially until age 7–8, 
require less evidence before attributing positive vs. negative 
traits to people (a point we shall return to in the discussion).
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At 6 years of age, children possess all the mentalistic 
reasoning (and executive functioning) abilities required 
to generate an intent-based moral judgment (Buon et al., 
2016). First, they are able to attribute intentions to agents 
(an ability which already emerges in infancy; Baillargeon 
et al., 2016) and to build and maintain a representation of 
the relevant mental states of the agents (e.g., an intention 
to harm) during a moral judgment task. Second, they are 
able to integrate such representation in their verbal judg-
ments of the agents’ goodness or badness, and to suppress a 
prepotent response based on the negative outcomes (when 
evaluating the case of accidental harm) to favor an intent-
based response (indeed, even young children with autism 
can do this if the task is simplified, cf. Margoni et al., 
2019). Moreover, at 6, children also possess the mental-
istic reasoning abilities necessary to attribute to others an 
intention to lie and/or deceive. The literature we reviewed 
above, in the section about epistemic trust, reveals that 
preschoolers are able to preferentially attend to competent, 
reliable, accurate and knowledgeable agents, even if it 
remains unclear whether children in most of these studies 
were simply discarding the information provided by the 
incompetent, unreliable, inaccurate and ignorant agents 
or they were judging the information provided by these 
agents to be false or (intentionally) deceitful. However, 
other studies have shown that by age 6, in tasks requir-
ing to distinguish a lie from a joke, children express the 
capacity to understand deceptive intentions (Sullivan et 
al., 1995; Winner & Leekam, 1991; see also Cheung et 
al., 2015). Thus, in the context of the present study, chil-
dren are old enough to engage in this complex form of 
mindreading (i.e., attribute to the informant the intention 
to generate a false belief in the receiver) and they might 
(or might not) use it to motivate the choice to discard the 
testimony given by the ill-intentioned informant.

The present study

We asked to what extent children, once they start express-
ing intent-based moral judgments, use their intent-based 
judgment of the informant’s character to guide their deci-
sion whether to trust its testimony. We call this phenomenon 
‘intent-based epistemic trust’. The current study builds on 
prior research which has shown that children aged 6 years 
or younger generate intent-based moral judgments across a 
wide range of different tasks (Hilton & Kuhlmeier, 2019; 
Margoni & Surian, 2016), selectively trust well-intentioned 
informants when learning through testimony about objects 
location (Liu et al., 2013), and can be influenced by adults 
in forming new ‘second-hand’ moral beliefs (Li et al., 
2019). We built on this research by investigating possible 

developmental effects in intent-based epistemic trust occur-
ring in school-age children (6–10 years). For the first time, 
we assessed not only selective trust in informants who relay 
information about objects’ properties, but also in informants 
who relay information about the moral character of novel 
unknown agents (moral testimony). We tested if children’s 
ability to infer people’s moral character by attending to the 
intentions they display has important downstream conse-
quences for learning, guiding children’s decisions about 
whom to trust when acquiring (moral) beliefs.

In the task we designed, children had to decide whom 
to trust following the presentation of two agents character-
ized for having been either well- or ill-intentioned toward a 
third party: One accidentally harmed it (neutral intention, 
negative outcome), whereas the other attempted but failed 
to harm it (negative intention, neutral outcome). These two 
cases (attempted harm and accidental harm) are particularly 
useful in assessing participants’ intent- or outcome-based 
moral judgment because intentions and outcomes lead to 
conflicting responses within each scenario. Differently, suc-
cessful attempts to harm (negative intention, negative out-
come) might be condemned because of both the negative 
intentions and the negative outcomes, and are therefore not 
diagnostic of a intent-based moral judgment. Next, the two 
agents (the attempted and the accidental harm-doer) became 
informants and provided the child with contrasting testimo-
nies about the color of a ball (blue or white) possessed by 
a fourth agent and the moral character of the fourth agent 
(good or bad). Children had to decide whom to trust. Last, 
we assessed children’s expectations about which informant 
the third party would trust, to test if children were also able 
to attribute to others the tendency to trust well-intentioned 
informants.

Given the wealth of research about the capacity of chil-
dren in early and middle childhood to use numerous cues 
in epistemic trust tasks, a first prediction was that even the 
youngest children in our sample would selectively attend 
to the well-intentioned informant when the task requires to 
guess the color of a ball or whom the third party would trust. 
However, we expected to find evidence of developmental 
change in children’s proclivity to endorse informants’ moral 
evaluations. Selectively trusting well-intentioned agents to 
judge the moral character of an unknown agent (a decision 
motived by the reasoning that morally good agents are less 
likely to deceive than morally bad agents) might be com-
plicated by the difficulty to overcome default expectations 
that the child might hold about novel agents, namely that 
it is reasonable to assume that people are generally good 
rather than bad (indeed, there is evidence of a positivity bias 
in children consistent with this possibility which we will 
review in the discussion section).
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socio-moral dimensions and next, based on this evaluation, 
decides if they should be trusted.

Materials and procedure

Character-familiarization phase

The aim of this phase was to characterize two puppets 
(future informants) as either well- or ill-intentioned toward 
a third party, and have the child morally judge them. First, 
before each character-familiarization movie, children saw 
a 50-s introductory movie where the puppets (lion, giraffe, 
and dog/cat) greeted the viewer (Movie-S1-S2). After each 
introductory movie, children were given a practice question 
aimed at familiarizing them with the process of receiving a 
question and generating a response (Fig. 1). Children had to 
choose in which box to insert the picture of the stuffed dog/
cat they just saw in the movie, whether in the ‘woof box’ 
or in the ‘meow box’ (the experimenter asked, “Does this 
animal go woof or meow? Put it in one of these two boxes. 
Look! This is the box of the animals which go woof, and this 
is the box of the animals which go meow. Which box should 
we put it in?”). Children were presented with a PowerPoint 
slide displaying in the middle a picture of the dog/cat, and 
on opposing sides a picture of a box with a doghouse on it 
and a picture of a box with a ball of wool on it. Children 
were encouraged to point at the right (correct) box and, by 
using a touchpad cursor, the experimenter moved the dog/
cat’s picture into the box the child pointed at.

Next, children saw two 70-s character-familiarization 
movies. In the accidental harm one, a lion puppet tripped 
over a stuffed dog/cat unintentionally knocking down a 
tower made of blocks previously built by a giraffe puppet 
(Movie-S3). In the attempted harm movie, a second lion 
attempted but failed to knock down the giraffe’s tower, the 
lion used a hammer to smash it down but the tower remained 
intact and the lion finally desisted (Movie-S4). To help chil-
dren distinguish the two lions, one wore a hat and a tie. We 
used puppets and simplified scenarios as these have been 
shown to be valid tools to test children’s cognition (e.g., Lil-
lard, 2022; Rakoczy, 2022). Moreover, in our case, the use 
of puppets helped reduce the potential stress related to wit-
nessing moral transgressions and acts of property damage 

Method

Raw data and study materials (Movies S1-S4) are available 
on the Open Science Framework, link: https://osf.io/vkf5q/. 
The study was not pre-registered. The research project 
received approval from the University of Milano-Bicocca 
Ethics Committee (#474).

Participants

The sample size was determined by an a-priori power analy-
sis (G*Power) for a logistic regression testing the effect of 
age on children’s trust. To detect at least an OR = 1.5 (i.e., a 
10% units increase in trust), with alpha = 0.05, power = 0.80, 
a normal distribution for the predictor (age), a minimum 
total sample of 208 participants was required. We recruited 
a total of 219 Italian school-age children. We included only 
children who were Italian speakers and were not affected 
by sensory or cognitive impairments. One 6-year-old failed 
at least one comprehension check and was for this reason 
excluded from the analyses. Thus, the final sample consisted 
of 218 children (age range: 6.07–11.18 yrs, 111 female; the 
full sample demographics are presented in Table 1). Chil-
dren were recruited in an elementary school near Milano, 
serving a middle-income population.

Design

Children completed a task which had two parts. First, a 
familiarization phase in which two puppets that were shown 
on a laptop monitor in short movies, displayed either posi-
tive or negative intentions, causing either negative or neutral 
outcomes respectively (modeled after Margoni & Surian, 
2020), followed by the experimenter’s request to judge 
these puppets as good or bad. Second, the puppets became 
informants and children received three epistemic trust ques-
tions aimed at testing selective trust in testimony. With this 
design, we aimed to test children’s propensity to generate 
intent-based moral judgments and to use such judgments to 
guide their decisions about whom to trust. The task mirrors 
real-world situations that children might have encountered, 
where one first judges potential informants along some 

Table 1  Sample demographic characteristics by age group and proportions of children who generated intent-based judgments and trusted the well-
intentioned informant by age group and type of test question

Demographics Moral judgment questions Epistemic trust questions
Age group N (NFemale) MAge (SDAge) Acc Harm Att Harm Two-Puppets Q1 Q2 Q3
6 yrs 36 (21) 6.51 (0.22) 97 97 97 92 78 58
7 yrs 33 (13) 7.53 (0.33) 97 97 100 91 76 58
8 yrs 50 (25) 8.53 (0.32) 100 100 100 92 96 76
9 yrs 52 (28) 9.50 (0.26) 100 96 98 96 92 86
10 yrs 47 (24) 10.60 (0.38) 98 94 94 96 89 83
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(accidental harm or attempted harm first); the lions’ appear-
ance (the well-intentioned or the ill-intentioned lion wore 
hat and tie); the side animal (a dog or a cat was in the famil-
iarization movie).

Epistemic trust

After children judged the two lion puppets, they were asked 
three epistemic trust questions, each presented on a different 
slide. In the first slide, an ape was displayed bottom center, 
and the two lions stood as before on opposite sides on the 
scene. They had each a small comic strip panel containing 
the image of either a white ball or a blue ball (Fig. 1). The 
experimenter told the child that the ape is a new charac-
ter, that it has a ball and we do not know what color the 
ball is but we can hear what the two lions have to say. One 
lion claims that the ball is white, the other that it is blue. 
Although the child was not provided with direct evidence 
that the two lions actually saw the ball, the experimenter 
told that both lions knew the ape well but still gave conflict-
ing testimonies about the color of the ball. The child had to 
decide whom to trust.

Q1 Color-trust question: “Is the ball blue or white?”

A second question followed on a slide identical to the first 
one except that the giraffe was now inserted, just above the 
ape. The giraffe was the puppet that built the tower and inter-
acted with both lions in the character-familiarization mov-
ies (one lion destroyed her tower accidentally whereas the 
other attempted but failed to do so). It was specified that the 
giraffe had no existing relation with the ape and she should 
therefore rely on the testimony of one of the two lions. Chil-
dren were asked to say who the giraffe would believe.

Q2 Giraffe-trust question: “Who does the giraffe 
believe? Is the ball blue or white, according to the 
giraffe?”

Last, children saw a slide identical to the first one except 
that the comic strip panels contained either a smiling green 
emoji (good) or a frowned red emoji (bad) (the same that 
were displayed on the boxes in the slides used for the moral 
judgment questions; see Fig. 1). Children were told that one 
lion claimed that the ape is good, whereas the other lion said 
that the ape is bad. It was also clarified that the two lions 
knew the ape well. The experimenter said, “On their way, 
the two lions meet the ape, who they both know very well! 
Now, see what they say. This lion says that the ape is good, 
whereas this other lion says that the ape is bad.” Children 
were encouraged to decide whom to trust.

and, importantly, was further motivated by our willingness 
to directly follow up a prior study on children’s intent-
based moral judgment by using the same stimuli (Margoni 
& Surian, 2020). In that study, the same animal (lion) was 
used for both puppets (accidental harm-doer and attempted 
harm-doer) to rule out the possibility that children’s moral 
judgments could be driven by a preference for a specific 
animal species.

After each character-familiarization movie, children 
received two comprehension probes about whether the 
lion destroyed the tower (outcome question, “Did the lion 
destroy the tower?”) or intended to destroy the tower (inten-
tion question, “Did the lion intend to destroy the tower?”). 
If the child failed at least one probe, she was asked both 
questions again (this time, while making the questions, the 
experimenter focused the attention of the child on the last 
frame of the movie); if the child still failed, she was pre-
sented with the movie a second time and with the probes 
one last time.

Children were then presented with a PowerPoint slide 
displaying at its centre the picture of the lion puppet previ-
ously shown in the movie and, on opposite sides, the box 
‘where the good lions belong’ and the box ‘where the bad 
lions belong’ (Fig.  1; an example of these stimuli can be 
found on the OSF SM). Children were asked to say or point 
at the box in which the lion should be inserted (i.e., in the 
‘good box’ or in the ‘bad box’). The experimenter said, 
“Look! This is the box where the good lions belong, and 
this is the box where the bad lions belong.”

Q0 Moral judgment question: “Is this lion good or 
bad? Put it in one of the two boxes.”

Last, after watching both character-familiarization movies, 
children also received the two-puppets question. They were 
presented with the same slide used for the moral judgment 
question but both lions were now present. Children were 
asked to put the lions in the boxes (“We have the two lions 
here. Please put them in the boxes they belong to”). Here, 
children could compare the lions before deciding where to 
put them. This test had two main aims: first, it provided a 
robustness check, namely the opportunity to check the inter-
nal consistency of children’s answers; second, it gave us a 
second measure especially useful for assessing the judg-
ment of those children who might have provided the same 
answer across the two moral judgment questions (indeed, 
in prior research, when presented with this same two-pup-
pets question, children always used both boxes, thus they 
never inserted the two lions in just one box; see Margoni & 
Surian, 2020).

The following factors were counterbalanced across par-
ticipants: the order of character-familiarization movies 
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Fig. 1  Schematic depiction of the epistemic trust task. Children saw 
accidental and attempted harm character-familiarization movies, 
each preceded by an introductory movie (after which they received 
a practice trial). After each character-familiarization movie, children 
received a moral judgment question and had to insert the lion in the 

box where the good lions belong (green) or in the box where the bad 
lions belong (red). Next, children received three questions (Q1-Q3) 
aimed at assessing which lion they, or the giraffe (Q2), would trust in 
determining the color of the ape’s ball or if the ape was good or bad.
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(≥ 94%), and put the well-intentioned lion in the good box 
and the ill-intentioned lion in the bad box in response to the 
two-puppets question (≥ 94%; Table 1).

Epistemic trust

The color-trust question (Q1) was simple to answer for all 
age groups: most children said that the ball was of the color 
the well-intentioned lion claimed it to be (≥ 91%; Table 1). 
Performing a logistic regression analysis on children’s 
answers with age (continuous) as a predictor confirmed that 
no significant effect of age was detectable, χ2(1, 218) = 1.16, 
Nagelkerke R = .01, p = .283. A significant effect of age was 
instead detected in Q2 and Q3. The proportion of children 
who said that, according to the giraffe (the puppet who built 
the tower and interacted with the lion puppets in the charac-
ter-familiarization movies), the ape’s ball was of the color 
the well-intentioned lion claimed it to be, increased slightly 
with age (from 78% at 6 years to 89% at 10; Table 1), χ2(1, 
218) = 4.73, R2 = 0.04, p = .033. However, the majority of 
6- and 7-year-olds were already attributing to the giraffe 
the tendency to endorse the well-intentioned informant’s 
testimony (78% and 76% respectively vs. 50%, binomial 
test, p ≤ .005). Next, the proportion of children who judged 
the ape according to what the well-intentioned lion said 
increased with age from 58% at 6 years to 83% at 10 years, 
χ2(1, 218) = 14.38, R2 = 0.09, p < .001 (Table 1; Fig. 2). Note 
that for Q3 the proportion of 6- and 7-year-olds who trusted 
the accidental harm-doer was close to chance level (58% 
vs. 50%, binomial test, p ≥ .405). Last, further inspection 
revealed that most 6- and 7-year-olds in Q3 stated that the 
ape was good (31/36 at 6 years, 26/33 at 7), which is an 

Q3 Morality-trust question: “Is the ape good or bad?”

Thus, with Q1 we tested if children endorsed the testimony 
of the well-intentioned informant about a physical aspect 
of an object, with Q2 if they attributed such a tendency 
to a third agent, and with Q3 if they selectively attended 
to the well-intentioned agent’s moral testimony. For each 
question, a score of 1 was attributed if the well-intentioned 
puppet was trusted and 0 if the ill-intentioned puppet was 
trusted. Questions were presented in fixed order, from the 
simplest one, in which children evaluated conflicting testi-
monies about an object, to the most complex one, in which 
they evaluated conflicting evaluative statements (likely 
overcoming their own cognitive biases, a point we shall 
return to in the discussion).

We counterbalanced: the lions’ position (lion with hat 
and tie on the left vs. right); the content of the comic strip 
panels (whether the blue vs. white ball and the green vs. red 
emoji were on the left vs. right of the slide); the order of 
options appearing in the questions (e.g., blue vs. white first 
in Q1, where the first option was always the one on the left 
on the slide).

Results

Moral judgment

Confirming prior research reporting that by age 5–6 chil-
dren rely on intentions in moral judgment, across age groups 
almost all children judged the lion who accidentally harmed 
as good (≥ 97%), the lion who attempted to harm as bad 
Fig. 2  Logistic regression 
model depicting the relationship 
between age and responses to Q3 
(1 = trust the accidental harm-
doer’s moral testimony). The 
gray band shows the 95% CI, and 
datapoints are displayed with the 
jitter option
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intentions displayed by such informant. This result could 
be accounted for by different explanations, which are not 
mutually exclusive.

First, it can be posited that this development is due to a 
general improvement in using intent-based evaluations in 
epistemic or selective trust tasks. However, this explanation 
would not account for why a similar developmental effect 
was not observed when children were asked to guess the 
color of the ball. Second, it can be argued that the devel-
opment unveiled by result (d) is due to the fact that older 
children get better in understanding testimony, but again 
we would need to add additional caveats in order to explain 
why no such development was observed when informants 
relayed contrasting testimonies about the color of an object. 
Third, result (d) is consistent with the hypothesis that 6- and 
7-year-olds had difficulty in suppressing the influence of a 
default response for which a novel agent is more likely to be 
good than bad. In turn, this interpretation is consistent with 
a positivity bias (Boseovski, 2010), where prior research has 
shown that such bias has an impact during early to middle 
childhood on children’s use of informant testimony about 
novel agents’ traits. It has been shown that 3- to 7-year-olds 
trust reliable over unreliable informants more often when 
informants relayed positive vs. negative information about 
the personality of a stranger (Boseovski, 2012). At about the 
same age, children also endorse the testimony of mean vs. 
nice informants as long as they express positive (vs. nega-
tive) judgments (Croce & Boseovski, 2020). Contributing to 
this bias in evaluating testimony, children, especially until 
age 7–8, view positive traits as more stable than negative 
traits (Heyman & Giles, 2004) and require less evidence 
before attributing positive vs. negative traits (Boseovski & 
Lee, 2006).

According to this third explanation, what would allow 
the development unveiled by result (d) is the ability of older 
children and the inability of younger children to overcome 
a positivity bias in trait attribution. As of now, this hypoth-
esis should be treated as a speculation deserving attention 
in future studies. And we cannot but again speculate about 
what other factors might have contributed to a possible over-
coming of a positivity bias in trait attribution in the present 
study. First, developing mentalistic reasoning and executive 
functioning skills might have played a role in allowing older 
but not yet younger children to fully understand that people 
are not necessarily good by default (Sabbagh & Baldwin, 
2001). Second, younger children might have been influ-
enced more than older ones by their real-word experiences 
of having encountered a majority of good individuals or 
having lived within the havens of their caring families (for 
evidence that empirical experience can override information 
learned through testimony, see Hermansen et al., 2021).

important result suggesting that at this age children did not 
answer randomly but attributed goodness disregarding the 
informants’ testimonies.

Discussion

We tested if 6- to 10-year-olds relied on their own intent-
based moral evaluations of the character of two informants 
to decide which one to trust when the task required to deter-
mine the color of an object, who a third party would trust, 
and the moral quality of an unknown fourth agent. That is, 
we investigated the development of intent-based epistemic 
trust and found evidence that children’s intent-based judg-
ments, well-documented in prior research, do not simply 
reflect abstract evaluations but also influence children’s 
decisions and learning.

We found that (a) almost all children generated intent-
based moral evaluations (they put the well-intentioned 
puppet in the ‘good box’ and the ill-intentioned one in the 
‘bad box’); (b) most children, regardless of age, relied on 
these evaluations when deciding which of the two infor-
mants provided accurate information about the color of 
a ball; (c) with age, the proportion of children giving an 
intent-based response in guessing who a third party would 
trust slightly increased (from 78% at 6 years to 89% at 10), 
though younger children were already above chance level; 
(d) the tendency to use informants’ past intentions to guide 
the decision whom to trust about the goodness or badness of 
a novel agent develops during middle childhood (from 58% 
at 6 years to 83% at 10).

Result (a) replicates numerous findings showing that chil-
dren older than 5 generate intent-based moral judgments by 
condemning failed attempts to harm but not accidental harm 
(e.g., Margoni & Surian, 2017). Result (a) was not the focus 
of our study. Result (b) suggests that school-age children are 
at ease in integrating their own intent-based moral evalua-
tions of informants’ characters in their decision whether to 
trust informants’ testimonies, and it is in line with studies 
showing similar effects already in preschoolers (e.g., Liu et 
al., 2013). Result (c) hints at a refinement, with develop-
ment, of the tendency to use intent-based moral evaluations 
of the characters of informants in foretelling who a third 
agent will believe, an aspect of children’s cognition that has 
been so far neglected by research.

The greatest novelty of the current study and its true 
focus is result (d), namely a development in the tendency 
to trust the well-intentioned informant’s moral testimony. 
Whereas older children trusted the well-intentioned infor-
mant, most 6- and 7-year-olds (86% at 6 years and 79% 
at 7) simply ‘trusted’ the testimony of the informant who 
claimed that the novel agent was good, irrespective of the 
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real change occurs in moral judgment at around the age of 
5–6 years (e.g., Cushman et al., 2013; Margoni & Surian, 
2017; Nobes et al., 2017). Relatedly, the choice of asking 
children to judge the moral character of the puppets based 
on a single action was again consistent with past studies but 
still required children to make a strong, coarse and unwar-
ranted inference (that is, a single action can hardly tell about 
the whole character of a person). Thus, a valuable direction 
for future studies will be to design tasks where characters 
can be judged based on multiple instances of good or bad 
behavior, which in turn might help younger children to fully 
integrate their intent-based moral judgment into their deci-
sions about who to trust.

Conclusions

We investigated the development of intent-based epistemic 
trust and found that the propensity for taking the moral 
quality of informants’ past intentions into account to decide 
whom to trust regarding factual knowledge (the color of a 
ball) is present at an earlier age than the ability to use such 
information to attribute moral traits to a novel unknown 
agent. This work shows that children’s intent-based moral 
judgment has important downstream effects on children’s 
decisions and learning outcomes.
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Limitations and future research

A number of limitations can be noted, especially where they 
can indicate directions for future research. First, we did not 
test if children were drawing an explicit connection between 
‘showing a negative intention to smash someone else’s 
tower’ and ‘being intentionally deceitful’. Future research 
could investigate whether such an association is made by 
children. Second, by using a failed attempt scenario to show 
the presence of a negative intention in one of the two infor-
mants, we might have involuntarily depicted that informant 
as incompetent (the agent tried but failed to do as planned) 
(see also Vanderbilt et al., 2023). However, if the emer-
gence at 8 years of age of a tendency to perceive incompe-
tent agents as inaccurate were to account for result (d), one 
would also need to explain why the same development was 
not observed when children had to guess the color of the 
ball. This is a problem that the account based on the positiv-
ity bias we have outlined above does not have to face. Third, 
future research could investigate whether our effects were 
driven by a tendency to trust the well-intentioned informant, 
to distrust the ill-intentioned informant, or both (Doebel & 
Koenig, 2013). Fourth, to make our character-familiariza-
tion scenarios clear, we used several cues to characterize 
informants as well- or ill-intentioned (e.g., they verbalized 
intentions, the accidental harm-doer apologizes and the 
attempted harm-doer’s ‘victim’ states that the puppet did 
not succeed in knocking down her tower). Future research 
could test what cues would suffice to produce the effects we 
revealed. Fifth, our task might have been too complex for 6- 
and 7-year-old children, and future research could develop 
a less cognitively demanding task. Sixth, the order of the 
trust questions was fixed, and a potential concern might 
be that this could have caused children to change response 
criterion from one question to another. However, this pos-
sibility would not be consistent with the response pattern 
we observed; older children were consistently trusting the 
well-intentioned informant across the trust questions, and 
younger children were consistent in their responses to the 
first two questions and they were systematically attributing 
goodness when replying to the third trust question.

Last, for most of our measures, especially the moral 
judgment ones, we found low variability in the data. A 
first possibility is that this fact indeed reflects a real phe-
nomenon in the population, whereas a second possibility is 
that children’s judgments were the result of following the 
expectations of relevant adults (e.g., parents and teachers). 
While the latter remains a possibility, we argue that the for-
mer is to prefer, as a number of past studies which used 
the same or similar stimuli and procedure to the ones we 
used, have reported evidence of variability in the data when 
testing younger children (preschoolers), suggesting that a 
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