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ABSTRACT
Individuals across cultures believe repeat offenders deserve greater punishment than first-time offenders, which is also widely
accepted in today’s judicial system. Although previous studies indicate that children consider the transgressor’s past behaviors,
the effect of repeated transgressions on costly third-party punishment remains unknown. We aimed to investigate the effects
of repeated transgressions on third-party punishment in 6-year-olds. We created two within-subjects conditions: first-time and
repeated conditions, where the transgressor had transgressed for the first time, and the transgression had been repeated,
respectively. In Study 1, children (N = 43) were allowed to punish the transgressor at a personal cost. We found that more
children engaged in punishment in the repeated condition than in the first-time condition. In Study 2, we examined the effect
of repeated transgressions on trait attributions and behavioral predictions regarding the transgressor with an additional group
of 6-year-olds (N = 43). Results revealed that repeated transgressions significantly affected behavioral prediction but did not
affect trait attribution regarding the transgressor compared with the first-time condition. These results suggest that 6-year-olds
can administer punishment and predict a transgressor’s recidivism based on the frequency information of the transgression. Our
findings demonstrate that from the early stages of punitive behavior development, humans believe that repeat offenders should
be strictly punished.

1 Introduction

Third-party punishment, a behavior of punishing others who are
antisocial even when the transgressor has not directly harmed
them (Boyd et al. 2003), is a potential mechanism formaintaining
a cooperative society (Bernhard et al. 2006; Fehr and Gächter
2002; Fowler 2005; Hauert et al. 2007). This behavior is unique
to humans (Raihani et al. 2012; Riedl et al. 2012) and plays
an important role in deterring further antisocial behaviors and
enforcing norms (Balliet et al. 2011; Boyd et al. 2003; Fehr
and Gächter 2002; Mathew and Boyd 2011). Humans are highly
motivated to punish others who are antisocial, even when they

must sacrifice their resources (Fehr and Fischbacher 2004; Fehr
and Gächter 2002).

From a developmental perspective, third-party punishment
emerges during early childhood. Three-year-olds engage in third-
party punishment by removing items from a thief (Riedl et al.
2015). Furthermore, children begin to punish antisocial oth-
ers, even when they need to sacrifice personal resources, at
approximately 4-years-old. Studies demonstrated that 4-year-olds
relinquished their stickers to punish a free rider (Yang et al.
2018) or to punish a transgressor who ruined other people’s
artwork (Yudkin et al. 2020). By 6-years-old, children began
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to administer costly third-party punishments across various
transgressors, such as those who engaged inmoral transgressions
(Marshall et al. 2021; Yudkin et al. 2020) and violated fairness
norms (Jordan et al. 2014; McAuliffe et al. 2017; Salali et al. 2015).
For example, 6-year-olds sacrificed their own resources, such as
candies or tokens, to punish another person who acted selfishly;
however, 5-year-olds did not do the same (McAuliffe et al.
2015).

Although third-party punishment is pervasive as a norm-
enforcing behavior, children, like adults, do not impartially
punish in all circumstances. Instead, children can make punish-
ment intervention decisions by considering various social and
situational factors. For example, group identity (e.g., ingroup
or outgroup) influences punishment decisions in children and
adults. Some evidence has suggested that individuals are more
likely to punish outgroupmembers extra harshly to inflict damage
on future competitors (Bernhard et al. 2006; Jordan et al. 2014).
Conversely, other studies have found that children tend to punish
ingroup members more severely when they expect to interact
with them in the future (Gonzalez-Gadea et al. 2022; Schmidt
et al. 2012; Shinada et al. 2004), resulting in mixed findings on
whether group affiliation strengthens or weakens the tendency to
punish. Beyond group identity, children’s third-party punishment
is influenced by various other factors, including the transgressor’s
intentions, behavioral outcomes (Nobes et al. 2009), and the
presence or absence of apologies (Darby and Schlenker 1982).
These previous studies demonstrate that, from early developmen-
tal stages, children do not uniformly apply punishment but can
engage in punitive behaviorwhile considering different social and
contextual information.

Another possible factor that can affect third-party punishment
is information regarding the repetition of the transgression, that
is, whether the transgressor has engaged in antisocial behav-
iors in the past. In the current judicial system, a significant
custom of third-party punishment is that repeat offenders are
punished more severely than first-time offenders (Burnovski
and Safra 1994; Chu et al. 2000). Law and justice researchers
have proposed several theories to argue that punishing repeat
offenders more harshly than first-time offenders can enhance
social deterrence (Burnovski and Safra 1994; Chu et al. 2000;
Polinsky and Rubinfeld 1991; Rubinstein 1979). Research in exper-
imental psychology also reported similar beliefs among adults.
Peterson (2014) revealed that a history of offenses increased
adults’ desire for punishment. In addition, Gollwitzer and Keller
(2010) suggested that adults punished repeat ingroup offenders
more severely than first-time ingroup offenders, mediated by
anger and societal concern. Therefore, adults strongly believed
that repetitive transgressors deserved more punishment than
first-time transgressors.

Is this notion acquired in the early stages of human development?
Although no study has directly investigated the effect of repeated
transgressions, previous research demonstrated that children
considered the transgressor’s past behavior and reputation when
they made moral judgments. For example, 7- and 10-year-olds
perceived transgressors as less likable and expected more pun-
ishment when they had unfavorable reputations (Darby and
Schlenker 1989). Another study suggested that 6- and 8-year-olds

considered a transgression performed by a “bad” character, who
always did the wrong thing, as more intentional and worthy
of punishment than that performed by a “good” or “mixed”
character (Cameron et al. 2023). Although these results indi-
cated the development of moral cognitive skills to consider the
transgressor’s past behavior, the studies explicitly labeled a moral
character to the transgressors. In many real-life interactions, trait
information about others is not presented. Hence, investigating
whether children can consider the frequency information of the
transgression itself, a simple yet objective factor to determine
appropriate punishment, can contribute to our understanding
of children’s moral development. In addition, previous studies
demonstrated that children considered the transgressor’s past
behavior when they evaluated the deservingness of the punish-
ment (Cameron et al. 2023; Darby and Schlenker 1989); however,
they did not ask children to administer punishment on their own
cost. Hence, whether the information regarding the repetition of
the transgression promoted young children’s punitive behavior is
unclear.

We investigatedwhether repeatedmoral transgressions promoted
the enactment of costly third-party punishment in 6-year-olds.We
chose this age because, by the age of 6 years, children became
agents of costly third-party punishment for various transgres-
sions (Jordan et al. 2014; McAuliffe et al. 2015; Yudkin et al.
2020). Additionally, evidence suggested that 5- and 6-year-olds
considered the number of antisocial behaviors the transgressor
conducted when they evaluated the traits or predicted future
actions (Boseovski and Lee 2006; Ferguson et al. 1986). Thus, 6-
year-olds were likely to understand the information regarding the
repetition of the transgression and could make moral decisions
based on the number of times a transgressor had engaged in
antisocial behavior.

We conducted a third-party punishment task using different
transgression repetition information. We created two within-
subjects conditions: the first-time and repeated conditions, where
participants were told that the transgressor had transgressed for
the first time and had repeated the antisocial behavior five times,
respectively. We predicted that if children engaged in punitive
behavior based on information about transgression frequency,
they would be more likely to enact costly third-party punishment
in the repeated condition than in the first-time condition. In
Study 1, we investigated whether repeated transgressions pro-
moted the enactment of third-party punishment. In Study 2,
we investigated the effects of repeated transgressions on trait
attribution and predictions of the transgressor’s future behavior
to deepen our insights into how children understood repeated
transgressions.

This study aimed to identify a factor that promoted third-
party punishment in early childhood and thereby enhance our
understanding of the development of third-party punishment.
Furthermore, this study investigated the influence of repeated
transgressions on the punitive behavior of young children who
began to exhibit third-party punishment. These results can
provide insights into whether children, from early developmental
stages, exhibit the idea that repeated transgressors should be
strictly punished, which is already widely applied in the judicial
system.
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2 Study 1

2.1 Method

2.1.1 Participants

Participants were 43 Japanese 6-year-olds (M = 73.8 months,
SD = 3.3, 16 girls) from two kindergartens in Japan. Several
additional children (N = 5) were assessed; however, they were
excluded as they failed the comprehension checks (N = 4) or
stopped participating (N = 1). Since no previous study examined
the current questions, we performed several simulation-based
power analyses (Kumle et al. 2021) based on studies regarding
third-party punishment in 6-year-olds (Gonzalez-Gadea et al.
2022; Marshall and McAuliffe 2024). We chose the two above-
mentioned studies based on the following criteria: (1) targeted
6-year-olds, (2) included within-subject conditions, (3) involved
binary choice behavior (punish or not punish), and (4) had
raw experimental data available. Since these studies included
participants from older age groups, we first extracted the
results from 6-year-olds. Based on the results, we simulated
how the power of the analysis would change as the number
of participants increased to detect a suitable sample size for
our research. Simulation results suggested a final sample of
between 20 and 50 participants. As our effect sizes could not
be estimated, we aimed for a final sample of 40 participants
toward the upper end of the estimated range. Our sample size
of 43 participants provided post-hoc powers of >80% to detect
differences in the proportion of those who chose to punish within
the two conditions. This study was conducted in accordance
with the Declaration of Helsinki and its future amendments and
approved by Osaka University (approval number: HB021-051-01).
Participants’ parents provided written informed consent.

2.1.2 Procedure

We created two within conditions: the first-time and repeated
conditions, where the transgressor conducted an antisocial action
for the first time, and another repeated the antisocial action five
times, respectively. Children consecutively participated in third-
party punishment tasks for each in a counterbalanced order.
All the participants were individually assessed in kindergarten
rooms, and the experiment took approximately 15–20 min. This
procedure was based on the Third-Party Punishment task used in
Marshall et al.’s study (Marshall et al. 2021).

2.1.3 Introduction of the Toy and Antisocial Child

Children were presented with a toy named the Donut Tower,
through which they could stack several donut-shaped pieces on
an unstable platewhile trying not to topple the tower. Participants
were allowed to play with the toy once. Subsequently, we asked
them whether they wanted to continue playing to ensure the
toy was sufficiently appealing. All the participants answered that
they wanted to play with the toy again. Thereafter, they were
introduced to a transgressor. They watched a short video clip of
a child named Yuka (girl) or Kazuki (boy) on a laptop. Before
the video was played, the experimenter pointed to the child on
the screen who held a piece of artwork and explained that the

child was the same age as the participants and went to a different
kindergarten that the experimenter had visited the previous day.
The participants were subsequently told the child’s story (the
script below describes Yuka’s story):

“Yuka andher friendAkari (or Shota, inKazuki’s story)
were drawing pictures. At that time, Akari left the
room with me briefly because she wanted to go to the
bathroom (or, in the second task, because she went to
another room to get some toys). Can you see Yuka hold-
ing a drawing (pointing to Yuka’s hand on the screen)?
It is Akari’s drawing. I will show you what Yuka did to
Akari’s drawing while Akari and I were not there.”

Thereafter, participants watched a video clip in which Yuka tore
Akari’s drawing. After presenting the video, the experimenter
asked the first comprehension question: “What did Yuka do?”
If the participants did not understand that Yuka had ripped her
friend’s artwork, the experimenter repeated the same clip and
asked the question. If the children did not refer to whose drawing
was ripped up, the experimenter asked, “Do you rememberwhose
drawing this was?” If the participants failed the comprehension
check twice, they were excluded from the analysis; however, all
the children passed this comprehension check within two trials.

Subsequently, the children were given information on howmany
times Yuka (Kazuki) had repeated the transgression based on the
condition. In the first-time condition, children were told, “It was
the first time that Yuka (Kazuki) ripped up someone else’s draw-
ing. She had never ripped up someone’s drawing before, but this
time she did.” In the repeated condition, childrenwere told, “This
was not the first time that Kazuki (Yuka) ripped up a drawing of
his friend. He has ripped up someone’s drawing five times and
did it again.” The experimenter provided numerical information
(first and five times) by counting the numbers on their fingers
to visualize the information regarding the repetition. To ensure
that children understood that ripping up others’ drawings was
a transgression, we asked the second comprehension question:
“Do you think what Yuka did was a nice or bad thing to do?” All
children correctly recognized that the transgressor’s action was
“bad.” After the children responded, they were presented with a
picture of the transgressor ripping up the friend’s artwork to look
at when they responded to additional questions.

2.1.4 Box Introduction

The children were informed that the experimenter would revisit
Yuka (the transgressor) to conduct some activities and that
Yuka wanted to play with the donut game. Subsequently, the
participants were introduced to two boxes. Although identical,
only one had a lock (whether the box with a lock was placed
on the right or left side of the table was counterbalanced).
Participants were asked to place the donut toy in the locked box
to prevent Yuka from playing with it or in the open box to allow
her to play with the toy while the experimenter was away. The
experimenter also explained that if the participants chose the
locked box, it would be locked immediately, and they would lose
the opportunity to play with the toy again. However, they could
play with the toys if they chose the open box. Participants had
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to relinquish their opportunity to play with the toy to punish the
transgressor, which made their punishment decision costly.

Thereafter, participants were asked the third comprehension
question. They were asked for both boxes: “If you place the toy
in this box, will you have a chance to play with it anymore?” If
the participant responded incorrectly, the experimenter repeated
the explanation and comprehension question. If the participants
could not respond correctly in the second trial, they were
excluded; however, all the participants provided correct responses
within two trials. After the third comprehension question, chil-
dren were presented with a card associated with each box. The
card on the open box showed “Yes” with a large green circle
(permission) around the toy picture.

This setup, where the transgressor could learn a lesson, was
based on the “communicative punishment” fromMarshal et al.’s
(Marshall et al. 2021) study. In their study, they introduced
two types of third-party punishment: “communicative punish-
ment,” which involves punishing transgressors and explaining
why they deserve the punishment to teach them a lesson, and
“non-communicative punishment,” which consists in punish-
ing the transgressor without explaining the reason, making it
unlikely for them to learn a lesson. According to Marshall
et al. (2021), communicative punishment was based on both
retributive motives (imposing deserved consequences for the act)
and consequentialist motives (preventing future transgressions
by teaching norms), while non-communicative punishment was
based solely on retributive motives. Since our study did not aim
to restrict punishment motivations to retributive motives alone,
we adopted the communicative punishment paradigm,which can
accommodate both motivations.

Subsequently, the participants were posed with the fourth and
fifth comprehension questions (posed in a counterbalanced
order): “If you place the toy in this (lock) box, will Yuka know
why she cannot play with the toy?” and “If you place the toy in
this (lock) box, will Yuka learn a lesson?”

The explanation and comprehension check questions were
repeated if their responses were incorrect. Participants were
excluded if they failed to answer even in their second trial.
However, all the participants responded correctly.

2.1.5 Box Choice

Participants were instructed to privately place the toy in one of
the two boxes after the experimenter left the room. Theywere also
informed that a different experimenter would return to the room
after they made the punishment decision. This was to prevent
reputation management. Previous research revealed that 6–8-
year-old children reacted more severely to antisocial puppets in
front of the experimenter who knew of their antisocial character
(Shinohara et al. 2019). Once they decided, they rang a bell on the
desk to call the second experimenter.

2.1.6 Follow-Up Questions

After the participants rang a bell, the second researcher entered
the roomand recorded their choices. Thereafter, the experimenter
pointed to the box the participants chose and asked, “Why did you

choose this box?” One child did not understand the question and
tried to distribute the toy into both boxes; subsequently, the child
was excluded from the analysis.

If participants chose a locked box, they were also asked how
long they would lock it: “How long do you want to keep the box
locked? A tiny bit, a lot, or somewhere in between?” Participants
were shown a card with five clocks that increased in time and
numbers from 1 to 5. They responded by pointing to a clock
illustration. Responses were recorded on a 6-point Likert scale
that ranged from 0 (chose the open box) to 5 (kept the box locked
the longest time).

All participants were asked whether the choice of a locked box
would make Yuka feel sad: “If you placed the toy in the locked
box, would Yuka be sad because she cannot play with the toy?”
This last comprehension question was asked to confirm that
the children understood that the choice of a locked box was
a punishment for the transgressor. Therefore, participants who
answered “No (choice of the locked box would not make Yuka
sad)” were excluded. However, most children, except for three,
correctly understood that the choice of the locked box would
make the transgressor sad.

After the first third-party punishment task was completed,
the second experimenter conducted the task under the other
conditions. To make it easier for participants to distinguish the
transgressors in each task, they were introduced to a transgressor
of a different sex from the character in the first task. It was
also explained that the second transgressor attended a different
kindergarten from the first. The children had already received
an explanation of the box’s function in the first condition and
passed the comprehension check. Hence, we omitted the third
to fifth comprehension questions regarding its function to avoid
redundancy. After completing all the tasks, the participants were
allowed to play with the toy until the tower fell twice (3–5 min),
irrespective of their box choices.

2.1.7 Data Analysis

We examined if children administered more punishment to
transgressors who repeatedly transgressed than to those who
transgressed for the first time. We performed a Generalized
Linear MixedModel (GLMM) for participants’ punitive decisions
with the condition (first-time or repeated) as a predictor variable
and participant ID as a random effect to account for variability
between the participants. Data was fitted into the model via
a binomial distribution with a logit link function. We also
compared how long the participants chose to keep their toys away
from the transgressor and examined the effect of the condition on
their punitive behavior. A paired t test was conducted on each
participant’s suggested length of locking the box. All analyses
were conducted via R (R Core Team, 2023; version 4.3.0). The
lme4 package (Bates et al. 2015) was used for the linear and gener-
alized linear mixed modeling. As an exploratory analysis, we also
examined participant’s reasoning for their punitive choices.

2.2 Results and Discussion

To investigate whether repeated transgressions promoted third-
party punishment in 6-year-olds, we requested participants to

4 of 10 Social Development, 2025
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FIGURE 1 Percentages of the participants who chose to punish in
each condition in Study 1 (N= 43). *p< 0.05. Points reflect individual data
in each condition.

choose whether to punish the transgressor in each condition by
locking the toy box. In the first-time condition, 53.5% (23 of 43)
chose to punish the transgressor, while 74.4% (32 of 43) chose to
punish in the repeated condition (Figure 1). GLMM revealed a
significant main effect of the condition ((1) = 4.34, p = 0.037),
indicating that more children chose to punish the repeat offender
than the first-time offender.

We also compared how long the participants chose to lock the
toy away from the transgressor in each condition via a paired t
test. This result was consistent with that of the punitive choice:
children punished the transgressor in the repeated condition
(M = 2.98, SD = 1.98) for a longer period than in the first
condition (M = 1.86, SD = 2.03; t (42) = –3.72, p < 0.01). Our
results suggested that 6-year-olds were more likely to punish
repeat offenders and imposed harsher punishments than for first-
time offenders. This result was consistent with prior research, in
which children thought transgressors with a bad past reputation
deserved harsher punishment (Cameron et al. 2023; Darby and
Schlenker 1989).

To better understand their punitive choices, we also explored
the verbal reasoning for their choices. Participants’ common
responses were classified into six categories: transgression, fre-
quency/severity, empathy for the transgressor, punishment cost,
other, and no answer (Table 1). Categorization was performed
independently by two coders. In cases of discrepancies, the coders
discussed and adopted one of the two options. The agreement rate
between the two coders was relatively high, κ = 0.967.

In both conditions, the transgression was mentioned the most
frequently, and all the children who referred to it chose to
punish the transgressor (Table 2). This may reflect the height-
ened sensitivity to moral transgressions among this age group.

Furthermore, the second most frequently mentioned aspect was
the frequency/severity of the transgression. Several children
commented on the number of repetitions of the transgression
and its associated severity. In the first-time condition, children
mentioned that it was the transgressor’s first transgression,
and most chose not to punish the transgressor. Conversely, in
the repeated condition, they mentioned that the transgression
had been repeated multiple times or was too frequent, and
most chose to punish the transgressor. Therefore, information
on the repetition of the transgression influenced the children’s
choice of punishment. Regarding the differences between the
conditions, the number of participants who mentioned “trans-
gression” increased, and “empathy” decreased in the repeated
condition compared to the first-time condition. Information that
the transgressor had repeated the transgression five times may
have caused participants to focusmore on the transgression itself,
potentially resulting in increased punishment.

However, why significant differences were observed in punish-
ment choices between the conditions remains unclear from these
verbal justifications alone. To deepen our understanding of how
the frequency information affects children’s punitive behavior, we
designed Study 2 and investigated how 6-year-olds understood
repeat transgressors. Specifically, we examined the effects of fre-
quency information on the trait attribution and behavioral predic-
tion of the transgressor. These two aspects play an important role
when individuals make decisions in their daily social interactions
(Erdley and Dweck 1993; Heyman and Gelman 1998). Previous
research revealed that although task demands and contextual
complexity were affected, 4- to 6-year-olds made trait attribution
and prediction fromother people’s behavior (Boseovski et al. 2013;
Boseovski and Lee 2006; Liu et al. 2007). Considering these find-
ings, participantsmight have considered the trait of the transgres-
sor in the repeated condition to be worse than those of the first-
time transgressor; therefore, they were more willing to inflict a
costly punishment. Conversely, children could have perceived the
transgressor in repeated conditions as more likely to ruin other
children’s artwork again, which made them feel a higher need to
punish the transgressor to deter further transgression. We aimed
to investigate how information about the repeat transgressor in
Study 1 affected children’s understanding of the transgressor.

3 Study 2

3.1 Method

3.1.1 Participants

Participants were 43 Japanese 6-year-olds (M = 72.2 months,
SD = 3.6; 19 girls) from a kindergarten in Japan. Participants’
parents provided written informed consent. This study was
conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and its
future amendments and approved by Osaka University (approval
number: HB022-027).

3.1.2 Procedure

We created two within conditions (the first-time and repeated
conditions) similar to those in Experiment 1. Participants
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TABLE 1 Coding scheme for participants’ reasoning.

Category Contents Examples

Transgression Referring to the transgression itself (but not to
the frequency nor severity)

“Because she ripped up her friend’s artwork.”

Frequency/Severity Referring to the number of times or degree of
the transgression

“Because it is the first time she did it.”
“Because it is the fifth time she did it.”

Empathy for the transgressor Referring to the empathy or sympathy for the
transgressor

“Because she will be sad if she cannot play with
the toy.”

Punishment cost Referring to the cost of punishment for
themselves

“Because I want to use the donut game later.”

Other Not being able to put into any of the above
categories

“Because I am kind.”

No answer Not giving any responses or saying, “I do not
know.”

TABLE 2 Number of reasonings (in percentage) allocated to each
category by conditions and choices.

Category Choice

Number of reasonings

First-time Repeated

Transgression Total 18 (41.9%) 22 (51.2%)
Punish 18 22

Not punish 0 0
Frequency/Severity Total 7 (16.3%) 7 (16.3%)

Punish 1 6
Not punish 6 1

Empathy for the
transgressor

Total 6 (14.0%) 3 (7.0%)
Punish 0 0

Not punish 6 3
Punishment cost Total 2 (4.7%) 2 (4.7%)

Punish 1 0
Not punish 1 2

Other Total 6 (14.0%) 3 (7.0%)
Punish 1 0

Not punish 5 3
No answer Total 4 (9.3%) 6 (14.0%)

Punish 2 4
Not punish 2 2

responded to several questions for each condition consecutively
in a counterbalanced order. The experiment was conducted in a
small room in the kindergarten and lasted approximately 10 min.
A single experimenter conducted the task in each condition.

3.1.3 Introduction of the Antisocial Child

The introduction of the antisocial child and information on the
repetition of the transgression in each condition were mostly the
same as those in Study 1. However, we omitted the introduction

of the toys and boxes as we did not use them. The second
comprehension question, which was to ask if ripping up others’
drawings was a bad thing to do, was also deleted, as it was obvious
from Study 1 that 6-year-olds regarded it as a transgression.

3.1.4 Trait Attribution and Behavior Prediction
Questions

After the participants were provided with information about
the transgressor and the repetition of the transgression, they
responded to trait attribution and behavior prediction questions
regarding the transgressor. The experimenter first posed the trait
question: “What kind of girl/boy do you think is she/he? Is she/he
nice ormean?”The order of the two optionswas counterbalanced.
For this question, the experimenter showed a card with positive
and negative facial emotions. Participants responded by pointing
to the emojis that matched their responses. Following the trait
question, they were asked whether the transgressor would reof-
fend: “Tomorrow, I will visit Yuka/Kazuki’s kindergarten to do
the drawing activities again. What do you think will happen if I
give Yuka/Kazuki another child’s drawing? Do you think she/he
will rip it up again or not?” (The order of the two options was
counterbalanced.)

3.1.5 Data Analysis

To investigate the effect of the information of the repetition of
the transgression on participants’ trait attribution and behavioral
prediction regarding the transgressor, we followed a similar
procedure as in Study 1. We performed two GLMMs to investigate
whether the participants (1) were more likely to evaluate a
repeating transgressor as meaner than a first-time offender and
(2) considered that the repeating transgressor was more likely
to reoffend than the first-time transgressor. Participants’ trait
attribution in each condition was the dependent variable for (1)
and their answers to the prediction questions for (2). Bothmodels
included the condition (first-time or repeated) as a predictor
variable and participant ID as a random effect to account for
variability between the participants. Data was fitted into the
models via a binomial distribution with a logit link function.
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FIGURE 2 Percentages of the participants who evaluated the trans-
gressor as mean in each condition in Study 2 (N = 43). Points reflect
individual data in each condition.

3.2 Results and Discussion

To investigate the effect of repetition of the transgression on trait
attribution, we requested participants to indicate whether the
transgressor was mean or nice in each condition. In the first-
time and repeated condition, 65.1% (28 of 43) and 74.4% (32 of 43)
responded “mean,” respectively (Figure 2). We did not observe a
significant main effect of the condition via GLMM ((1) = 2.54, p =
0.11). Considering that more than 50% of the participants evalu-
ated the transgressor as mean in both conditions, children made
negative attributions of others even from a single transgression.
This result concurred with a previous study with children aged
4–6 who made trait attributions from a single piece of behavioral
information regarding the character (Boseovski and Lee 2006).

However, interestingly, although all the participants in Study
1 understood that ripping up someone’s artwork was bad, the
proportion of the participants who evaluated the transgressor as
mean remained relatively low. While this inconsistent evaluation
might seem puzzling, it likely represents a reasonable response
given the children’s limited information about the transgressor.
In this study, children were only presented with a single trans-
gressive act of ripping up a piece of artwork. Previous research
revealed that young children more accurately attributed traits
to others when exposed to multiple behaviors (Boseovski and
Lee 2006), but single transgressions might not have provided
sufficient information for children to draw conclusions about
others’ traits. Another possible reason was the influence of
positivity bias for trait attribution. Previous studies reported that
6-year-olds attributed positive traits to others (Boseovski and
Lee 2006; Newman 1991; see Boseovski 2010 for review). This
positivity bias was often observed among children aged 8 years
and younger (Heyman and Giles 2004; Newman 1991; Solomon
et al. 1996). Therefore, the 6-year-olds in this study could have

FIGURE 3 Percentages of the participants who predicted that the
transgressor would re-offend in each condition in Study 2 (N = 43).
**p < 0.01. Points reflect the individual data in each condition.

been influenced by positivity bias, which made them reluctant to
attribute negative traits to the violator even after they watched a
video of them tearing up a friend’s drawing.

We also examined the effect of information on repeated trans-
gressions on the behavioral prediction of the transgressor. In
the first-time condition, 58.1% (25 of 43) responded that the
transgressor would reoffend, while 81.4% (35 of 43) predicted the
same in the repeated condition (Figure 3). GLMM revealed a
significantmain effect of the condition ((1)= 16.8, p< 0.01). These
results indicated that 6-year-olds considered that transgressors
with repeated transgressions had a higher probability of recidi-
vism than first-time transgressors. Previous research had mixed
findings regarding whether children of this age could evaluate
others’ traits or likelihood of reoffending based on their past
behavior (Boseovski and Lee 2006; Boseovski et al. 2013; Heller
and Berndt 1981; Liu et al. 2007; Rholes and Ruble 1984; Ruble
et al. 1988).

However, our study indicated that 6-year-olds could predict
recidivism based on the frequency information of the trans-
gressions. Discrepancies in the results among studies might be
explained by the quantity of information on the transgressions
presented to the children. According to Boseovski and Lee (2006),
the quantity of informationwas a factor that influenced children’s
predictions of others’ actions. Previous studies that demonstrated
5- to 6-year-olds could not make predictions based on others’
past behavior typically presented information about the trans-
gressions through vignettes (Rholes and Ruble 1984; Ruble et al.
1988). In contrast, this study and others demonstrating children’s
ability to make behavioral predictions presented information
about the transgressions through video clips or acted scenarios
(Boseovski and Lee 2006; Liu et al. 2007). Such realistic and rich
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information may have enabled even 6-year-olds to make behav-
ioral predictions based on others’ past actions.

Overall, results from Study 2 indicated that the information of
the repeated transgressions affected the perceived probability of
recidivism, but not the perceived meanness of the transgressor,
compared with the information on first-time transgression.

4 General Discussion

This study investigated the effect of information of repeated
transgressions on 6-year-olds’ third-party punishment and how it
affected their trait attribution and behavioral prediction regarding
the transgressor. We presented participants with transgressors
who committed a transgression for the first time or the fifth time
and examined the effects of repeated transgressions on third-
party punishment (Study 1). Furthermore, we also examined
children’s trait attribution and behavior prediction toward the
transgressor (Study 2). Findings from Study 1 revealed that 6-
year-olds were more likely to punish transgressors who had
committed repeat offenses than those who had transgressed for
the first time. Results from Study 2 revealed that repetition of the
transgression did not significantly affect the perceived meanness
of the transgressor; however, it promoted the perceived likelihood
of reoffending compared with the first-time condition.

Previous studies investigated several factors that promoted third-
party punishment in children, such as the transgressor’s intention
(Nobes et al. 2009) and group identity (Jordan et al. 2014; Schmidt
et al. 2012; Shinada et al. 2004) of the victim or transgressor.
Furthermore, when children aged 7–10 years were requested
to evaluate the deservingness of punishment, they considered
whether the transgressor was a “good” child who had never
caused trouble or a “bad” one who always caused trouble (Darby
and Schlenker 1989). Our findings are the first to demonstrate that
information about the transgressor’s repetition of a transgression
also promotes actual third-party punishment behavior in 6-year-
olds. The notion that repeat offenders should be strictly punished
is widely accepted across societies and is the basis for judicial
systems (Burnovski and Safra 1994). Our findings demonstrate
that humans exhibit this notion early on in punitive behavior
development.

Considering the results of Studies 1 and 2, it is likely that children
believed repeat transgressors were more likely to reoffend and
thus required more intervention, resulting in more punishment
for repeat transgressors than first-time transgressors. Previous
research demonstrated two motivational bases existed in chil-
dren’s third-party punishment: retributive and consequentialist
motives (Marshall et al. 2021). Retributivemotive or “just deserts”
theory was a motivation with which individuals expected the
offender to get what they deserved for their act (Kant 2011).
Conversely, the consequentialist motive or “deterrence” theory
aimed to prevent further violations (Bentham 2000). Since both
punishment and recidivism predictions increased based on the
repetition of transgressions, the repetition of transgressions may
have enhanced consequentialist motives. However, this study did
not examine the direct relationships between the two aspects.
However, the impact on consequentialist motives may vary based
on the repetition frequency. For instance, if information about

repetition is extremely emphasized, such as “this transgressor
always violates rules,” or if the transgressor had repeated the
same transgression 50 times, it might be perceived that punish-
ment would not be effective in teaching norms, which could
potentially decrease consequentialist motives. Further research
should explore how the repetition of transgressions influences
punishmentmotives. Our experiment provides a starting point for
considering the connection between transgression repetition and
punishment motives.

Our study had a few limitations. First, although our results
implied that repetition of a transgression enhanced the punish-
ment and prediction of the transgressor’s reoffending, we did not
examine the direct relationship between punitive behavior and
predictions regarding the transgressor. Future research should
investigate this relationship using third-party punishment, trait
attribution, and behavior prediction tasks with the same partici-
pants. Second, while this study experimentally demonstrated that
young children considered information of repeated transgres-
sions when administering punishment, further investigation into
punishment in actual interpersonal relationships is warranted. In
our experimental paradigm, children who administered punish-
ment had no direct relationship with either the transgressor or
victim.

Additionally, although we used a new experimenter to confirm
the child’s choice to minimize the experimenter’s influence on
the child’s decision, it was impossible to completely eliminate
the impact of the experimenter’s presence (i.e., the influence
of reputation management). Therefore, further research should
examine the influence of repeated violations on punitive behavior
in more natural social contexts. Last, as we only assessed 6-
year-olds, our findings were limited in their developmental
aspects. Examining younger children is necessary to capture
developmental changes in the effects of repeated transgressions
on third-party punishment.

We investigated the effect of repeated transgressions regarding
a transgressor on third-party punishment, trait attribution, and
behavior prediction toward the transgressor among 6-year-olds.
Our findings demonstrate that 6-year-olds punish repeat trans-
gressors more and consider repeat transgressors more likely to
reoffend than first-time transgressors. Hence, children have a
notion of the relationship between repeated transgressions and
punishment, which is widely accepted across societies from the
early stages of their development.
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