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Abstract
Children tend to discount negative feedback about their 
performance even when the feedback is delivered by an 
expert. This indifference toward feedback could hinder 
self-improvement. We examined whether children would be 
receptive to negative feedback from an expert when pro-
vided with an explicit reason why it was given. One-hundred 
twenty-one 4 to 8 year olds heard about a target peer whose 
work product was evaluated negatively by an expert peer 
and positively by either a single layperson or a consensus 
of laypersons (also peers). Children were assigned to one of 
the three conditions in which the reason for the negative 
feedback varied: the expert promised to tell the truth about 
the work, the expert was a designated “helper,” or no ex-
planation was provided. Children judged whether feedback 
from the expert and layperson(s) should be shared with the 
teacher and the target. Across ages, children indicated that 
the expert should share negative feedback with the teacher 
when the expert promised to tell the truth. Only 6 to 8 year 
olds reported that an expert who promised to tell the truth 
should convey this feedback to the target. Implications 
for children's interpretation of evaluative content in social 
learning situations are discussed.
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1  | INTRODUC TION

It is common to receive feedback to improve performance in academic and work domains (Dweck, 1976), but 
when feedback is negative it may be difficult for both children and adults to accept (e.g., Heyman et al., 2013; 
Leung et al., 2001). In fact, children demonstrate a preference for positive information in general and tend to be 
skeptical of criticism (e.g., Heyman et al., 2013). This preference for positivity (i.e., positivity bias, Boseovski, 2010) 
may interfere with children's acceptance of constructive criticism from a qualified individual, such as an expert, 
and prevent children from using feedback to meet goals. Therefore, it is important to understand the conditions 
in which children are willing to accept negative feedback. In the current study, we examined whether 4 to 8 year 
olds would accept an expert's negative assessment of work produced by a same-age target when given contextual 
information for why the feedback was delivered.

Beginning in the preschool period, expertise is a potent cue for children in learning contexts. Preschoolers 
distinguish between experts and non-experts and use this information to support their own learning (e.g., Koenig 
& Jaswal,  2011; Lutz & Keil,  2002). During middle childhood, children's sensitivity to expertise can be over-
shadowed by other considerations such as valenced statements (i.e., positive or negative statements; Croce & 
Boseovski, 2020). In some circumstances, children demonstrate a positivity bias such that they accept positive 
information from a less qualified source over negative, but accurate, information provided by an expert. For exam-
ple, in Boseovski and Thurman (2014), 3 to 7 year olds were given conflicting valence information about a novel 
animal by a zookeeper (i.e., expert) and a maternal figure (i.e., non-expert). Half of the participants heard negative 
information from the zookeeper and positive information from the maternal figure and the remaining participants 
received the reverse combination. Overall, 3 to 5 year olds were more likely than expected by chance to endorse 
the expert's testimony as correct. In contrast, 6 to 7 year olds endorsed whichever source stated positive facts, 
consistent with a strengthening positivity bias (Boseovski, 2010).

This positivity bias also interferes with children's acceptance of feedback in performance-based contexts (e.g., 
Ruble et al., 1994). By age 5, children have experience with positive and negative evaluations from peers and 
teachers (e.g., Altermatt et al., 2002; Stipek & Daniels, 1988). However, children appear motivated to downplay 
or ignore negative relative to positive feedback. For example, children are skeptical of a teacher who told a child 
that her essay was the “worst in the class” relative to when the teacher evaluated the child's essay as the “best 
in the class” (Heyman et al., 2013). Children may think that criticism implies negative traits about the recipient or 
may be concerned about causing negative emotions for the recipient (Heyman & Giles, 2004). In one study, 6 to 
11 year olds decided whether a game expert should provide truthful feedback to a novice target who was either 
performing well or poorly (Heyman, Fu, et al., 2009). Overall, children indicated that the game expert should pro-
vide positive feedback, but 6 to 8 year olds were more likely than older children to indicate that truthful negative 
feedback should not be shared with the target (Study 1). Some children reasoned that truthful negative feedback 
should be avoided to prevent hurt feelings (Study 2).

Across these contexts, children focused on valence. In fact, these examples indicate that valence influenced 
children's judgments of whether information was correct as well as whether it should be shared with a target. In 
addition to valence, children use other cues to determine whether information is accurate. For example, young 
children rely on group agreement (i.e., consensus) to learn new information, especially when they cannot access 
information for themselves (e.g., Corriveau et al., 2009; Einav, 2014). Children are also aware that it may be so-
cially beneficial to agree with a consensus group (e.g., Cordonier et al., 2018). In some circumstances, a consensus 
opinion about target performance may be more informative than a lone individual's evaluation. However, some 
research indicates that when the valence of feedback, expertise, and consensus are manipulated in a performance 
feedback setting, children prioritize valence (Boseovski et al., 2017).

In one study, 4 to 8 year olds heard about a target child who produced artwork or music (Boseovski et al., 2017). 
Children either heard that this work was evaluated by an expert and one layperson or an expert and a group of 
three laypeople (i.e., a consensus). Critically, participants could not see or hear the target's work for themselves. 
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The expert provided positive feedback to the target (i.e., “looks/sounds very good”) and the layperson(s) provided 
negative feedback (i.e., “looks/sounds very bad”) in half of these stories; this contingency was reversed for the 
other half of participants (i.e., negative feedback from the expert). Participants were asked “Who do you think is 
right about [Target's] picture?” and “If you wanted to learn how to draw, who would you rather learn from?” Across 
all ages, children endorsed a positive evaluation of the target's work, regardless of expertise or consensus. In 
fact, approximately half of the participants referred to the positive evaluation as the basis for their endorsement. 
Notably, 6 to 8 year olds indicated a preference to learn from the expert, regardless of feedback valence, revealing 
that they perceived some value in the expert's views. Consensus had limited influence on children's judgments.

The perceived acceptability of an expert's direct criticism may depend on whether children have information 
that justifies the feedback. Without context, an individual who shares negative feedback may violate implicit so-
cial norms to avoid hurt feelings and to engage in positive social interactions (e.g., Banerjee, 2002; Bussey, 1999). 
We examined whether an assignment to be a helper and a promise to tell the truth provided context to increase 
children's acceptance of negative feedback. Five- to 10 year olds associate positive characteristics with the label 
of “helper,” including positive assumptions about knowledge (Bryan et al., 2014; Ladd et al., 1983). Children's im-
pressions of helpers and familiarity with help-seeking during learning (Gall, 1985) may support an understanding 
that a helper's feedback is intended to scaffold improvement. For example, in a critical follow-up study, Boseovski 
et al. (Experiment 2, 2017) found that 4 to 8 year olds accepted an expert's criticism when the expert reframed his 
or her negative feedback to say that the target child's drawing/song needed “more work” instead of stating that 
the work looked/sounded “very bad.”

During early to middle childhood, positive views of people and target performance may be particularly likely 
given that unrealistically positive evaluations are recognized only later in development (e.g., Heyman et al., 2013; 
Kurman & Eshel, 1998). Children are also less inclined to seek or use feedback that verifies their own negative 
attributes relative to adults (e.g., Rodman et  al.,  2017; Swann et  al.,  1989). Children's highly positive views of 
others (Boseovski, 2010) could allow them to disregard criticism for a same-age peer as they would disregard it 
for themselves. In addition, children become aware of self-interest motives with age (Engelmann & Rapp, 2018). 
In a classroom setting, a peer helper could be perceived as favored by the teacher or as a peer engaged in self-
promotion to gain favor, which children may view negatively (e.g., Babad, 1995). Indeed, school-age children rate 
helpers as less kind when they appear motivated by self-interest (e.g., Shorr, 1993).

We also examined whether children may be more receptive of an expert's feedback when the expert promised 
a teacher that he or she would tell the truth about a peer's performance. Children develop an early understanding 
of the contractual nature of promises that increases across middle childhood (Lee, 2000). Three- to 5 year olds 
protest when someone breaks a promise and persist longer at their own task when they have made a promise 
to complete it (e.g., Kanngiesser et al., 2017). Despite the power of making a promise, children understand that 
avoidance of the truth is sometimes appropriate to spare someone's feelings (e.g., white lie; Bussey, 1999; Talwar 
& Crossman, 2011). Although an understanding of others’ feelings may make a broken promise acceptable, 7 year 
olds hold the individual who makes a promise accountable (Astington, 1988; Maas & Abbeduto, 2001). In addition, 
8 to 16 year olds tend to be more honest when they make a promise to tell the truth (Evans & Lee, 2010). In the 
context of performance feedback, older children may weigh this commitment against socially acceptable lies and 
the emotional impact for the target (e.g., Heyman, Sweet, & Lee,  2009).

Both the assignment as a helper and the context of a promise may make children more receptive to negative 
feedback by introducing a socially acceptable reason to share criticism. In contrast to feedback statements that 
focus on the target's effort (Boseovski et al., 2017), this contextual information highlights potential attributions 
about the expert. In the current study we examined 4 to 8 year olds’ acceptance of direct negative feedback about 
a target's work product from an expert “helper,” an expert who promised to tell the truth, or an expert with no 
context for his or her statement. Given our focus on children's acceptance of negative feedback, we adapted the 
paradigm used by Boseovski et al. (2017), and all participants heard negative feedback from the expert and posi-
tive feedback from the layperson or a layperson consensus. Participants were asked who they thought was correct 
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about a target character's work, who they would like to learn from in the future, whether the expert's negative 
evaluation should be delivered as feedback to the target, and whether the expert's negative evaluation should be 
reported to the teacher. The latter two questions were included to explore whether children's endorsement of 
feedback depended on sensitivity to social norms and the potential for hurt feelings.

We predicted that children in the promise and helper conditions would be more likely to accept the expert's 
negative feedback as correct relative to a comparison condition in which no contextual information was provided. 
Based on the findings with older children in Boseovski et al. (2017), we also predicted that 6 to 8 year olds in the 
current study would be more likely than 4 to 5 year olds to indicate a preference to learn from the expert in future 
performance contexts. However, we anticipated that older children would be more sensitive to self-presentational 
concerns and positive information relative to younger children such that they would endorse untrue positive 
feedback as an appropriate white lie for the expert to report to the target. Consensus was included as a secondary 
interest to keep the design uniform across studies (Boseovski et al., 2017).

2  | METHOD

2.1 | Participants

One hundred twenty-one 4 to 8 year olds (65 females, M = 78.31 months, SD = 16.86 months) were recruited 
from childcare programs and community events in a mid-sized city in the southeastern United States. Participants’ 
racial or ethnic identities consisted of 68.6% European American, 19.8% African American/Black, 0.8% Hispanic, 
1.7% Asian, and 4.1% whose parents identified them as biracial or multiracial; an additional 5.0% of parents chose 
not to report this information. A range of socio-economic status households was represented; 57% reported a 
household income of $60,000 or more annually.

Testing sessions occurred in the lab or after school centers. A subset of testing sessions (n = 12) occurred 
in home residences. These participants were similar to the rest of the sample in the racial and socio-economic 
background (i.e., 50% European American; household income between $40,000 and $90,000). A chi-square test 
confirmed that these participants did not differ significantly in their responses from participants tested in the 
lab or other childcare settings (all p's > 0.20). Parents provided written consent for their children's participation 
and children 7 years of age and older provided written assent before participation. Approval for this study was 
obtained from the institutional review board.

2.2 | Materials

One color cartoon image depicted characters in a classroom setting: one target character who was drawing or 
playing the piano, one expert, either one or three laypeople, and one teacher (Mrs. Smith). All characters except 
the teacher were gender-matched to participants. The position of the expert character in the image varied based 
on condition (see Appendix A). Consistent with Boseovski et al. (2017), the image did not provide any information 
about the quality of the target's drawing or song so that participants could not form their own opinions about the 
target's performance. For example, participants who heard about a target character's drawing saw an image in 
which the easel was turned away so that participants could not see the target's artwork.

2.3 | Design

A 3 (expert type: comparison, helper, promise) × 2 (consensus level: 1 expert and 1 layperson vs. 1 expert and 
3 laypeople) between-subjects design was used with age in months as a continuous predictor. Consistent with 
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Boseovski et al. (2017), children were randomly assigned to hear a story in one of these conditions in which the 
target character either drew a picture or played a song on the piano. All participants heard that the expert pro-
vided a negative evaluation of the target's work and the layperson(s) provided a positive evaluation of the work. 
Story domain (i.e., art or music) was counterbalanced across participants.

2.4 | Procedure

Participants were told that they were going to hear a story about children their age who were in a classroom. First, 
participants heard background information about a target character who was a novice at drawing or at playing 
the piano. Next, participants heard background information about a novice layperson(s) and an expert in the same 
domain (i.e., art or music). Then, participants heard a story that described one of the three contexts in which the 
expert provided negative feedback for the target's work and the layperson(s) always provided positive feedback. 
The presentation order for the background information about and testimony from the layperson(s) and expert 
information was randomized. In each condition, participants heard information about the expert and his or her 
reason for providing feedback, based on the conditions outlined below (see Appendix B for full introduction and 
condition material).

2.4.1 | Teacher's helper condition

Participants were told that the expert was assigned to be Mrs. Smith's helper and that the expert's job was to 
look at all the other children's artwork or listen to their music and evaluate their performance. To ensure that all 
children understood what it means to be a “teacher's helper,” participants were told that “a person can be a helper 
when someone needs to pick things up or when there is a job to do or when there is something new to learn, just 
like learning to draw/play music.”

2.4.2 | Promise condition

Participants were told that Mrs. Smith selected the expert to look at/listen to all his or her classmates' drawings/
songs and required the expert to promise to tell the truth about the quality of classmates' work. Children were 
told that “a person who promises has to do what they say they will do, even if it makes others sad and hurts their 
feelings.” This sentence was included to ensure that the youngest children in the sample understood the contrac-
tual nature of making a promise and to equate the number of information participants received in the other two 
conditions.

2.4.3 | Comparison condition

This condition was modeled after the manipulation in Boseovski et al. (2017), in which participants were not given 
a specific reason for the expert's negative feedback. Instead, participants heard filler information that described 
classroom activities in place of a statement about the expert's role (e.g., “Mrs. Smith is cleaning up the classroom 
and watering the class plants while all of the students are working on their drawings.”).

After these descriptions were presented, participants were told that the expert looked at the target's artwork 
or listened to the target's song and “(s)he thinks it looks/sounds very bad” and that the layperson(s) “think(s) 
that it looks/sounds very good.” This expert and layperson(s) testimony were delivered in the same manner 
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across conditions (i.e., the expert always delivered the negative feedback). The original phrase from Boseovski 
et al. (2017) (e.g., “very bad”) was kept to ensure that the youngest participants (4 year olds) were able to under-
stand the evaluation clearly and to avoid any ambiguous or comparative language that would invoke social com-
parisons, which was not the focus of the present study (see Lapan & Boseovski, 2017; Ruble et al., 1980). After all 
background information was delivered, participants completed a comprehension check (five forced-choice ques-
tions) to ensure that they could identify which characters knew “a little” versus “a lot” about the target domain and 
which character provided positive versus negative feedback. The experimenter proceeded with the session only 
after children responded correctly to these questions and repeated the relevant information for any participant 
who answered one or more of the questions incorrectly. All participants were able to pass the check after one or 
two repetitions (two 4 year olds required three repetitions).

2.4.4 | Test phase

After the presentation of all background and role information as well as expert and layperson(s) testimony, par-
ticipants were asked two forced-choice questions that assessed their judgments regarding how feedback should 
be delivered to the teacher (e.g., Teacher feedback question: “Do you think that [Expert] should tell the teacher 
that [Target's] drawing looks very good or very bad?”) and to the target character (e.g., Target feedback question: 
“Do you think that [Expert] should tell [Target] that his/her drawing looks very good or very bad?”). For both 
questions, participants received a score of 0 if they endorsed the positive feedback, which was always provided 
by the layperson(s); participants received a score of 1 if they endorsed the negative feedback, which was always 
provided by the expert. Participants were asked to provide a justification for their responses to these questions. 
Then, participants were asked the correctness question (e.g., “Who do you think is right about the picture?”) 
and future learning question (e.g., “If you wanted to learn to draw, would you rather learn about it from [Expert] 
or [Layperson(s)]?”), which were both forced-choice. Participants received a score of 0 if they endorsed the 
layperson(s) and a score of 1 if they endorsed the expert. All of these questions were presented in this fixed order.

3  | RESULTS

Due to the dichotomous nature of each dependent measure, logistic regression analyses were conducted. The 
best-fitting model used for all analyses reported below included age in months as a continuous predictor, the ex-
pert type as a categorical predictor, and the interaction terms for these two variables. Consistent with (Boseovski 
et al., 2017), consensus level was not a significant factor for participants’ responses across measures (all ps > .09) 
and therefore is not reported here. A post hoc power analysis for each variable (1-β = 0.80) indicates that all 
the β for the significant main effects were sufficiently powered. Power was calculated using the powerMedia-
tion package (Qiu & Qiu,  2020) in R (R Core Team,  2020). This calculation showed the following ranges of β: 
Teacher feedback question: −1.24 ≥ β ≥ 1.10; Target feedback question: −1.21 ≥ β ≥ 1.12; Correctness question: 
−2.30 ≥ β ≥ 1.17; Future learning question: −1.19 ≥ β ≥ 1.12. For the target feedback measure reported below, the 
interaction term was significant. Although the β suggests that this study design may have had poor sensitivity for 
a small to medium effect based on the power analysis, the OR suggest a large effect (Chen et al., 2010).

3.1 | Teacher feedback question

The overall model for teacher feedback (scored 0 = positive feedback, 1 = negative feedback) was significant, χ2 
(5, N = 121) = 22.53, p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .23. There was a significant effect of condition such that children 
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were more likely to indicate that the expert should deliver his/her true negative feedback to the teacher in the 
promise condition relative to the comparison, β = −2.18, Wald = 13.68, p < .001, OR = 0.11 (95% CI: .04, .36), or 
the helper conditions, β = −1.89, Wald = 10.40, p =.001, OR = 0.15 (95% CI: .05, .48), which did not differ from one 
another, β = 0.29, Wald = 0.40, p = .53. There was no significant effect of age and no interaction between condi-
tion and age (ps > .10).

In addition, we examined whether children systematically endorsed the expert's feedback in each condition. 
T tests against chance performance revealed that participants in the promise condition indicated that the expert 
should deliver his/her true negative feedback to the teacher (M = 0.85, SD = 0.36) at a rate significantly above 
chance, t(39) = 6.12, p < .001. Participants in the helper and comparison conditions were unsystematic: M = 0.49, 
SD = 0.51, t(40) = 0.15, p = .88 and M = 0.43, SD = 0.50, t(39) = 0.95, p = .35.

Participants were asked to justify why they thought the expert should deliver positive or negative feedback to 
the teacher. Two experimenters coded these responses independently and had a high level of reliability, κ = .92. 
Among older children, 30.1% referred to the expert's assignment as a reason to report specific feedback to the 
teacher (e.g., “because she said a promise to tell her feeling”). The remaining majority of these responses were 
coded as “other,” but this result was driven primarily by younger children, 79.2% of whom responded “I don't 
know” or recited part of a sentence from the story.

3.2 | Target feedback question

The overall model for target feedback (scored 0 = positive feedback, 1 = negative feedback) was significant, χ2(5, 
N = 120) = 14.80, p = .011, Nagelkerke R2 = .15. With age, children were more likely to endorse the expert's feed-
back (i.e., negative feedback) overall, β = 1.03, Wald = 6.63, p = .01, OR = 2.81 (95% CI: 1.25, 6.18), but this effect 
was qualified by a significant interaction with expert type: with age, children were more likely to endorse the 
expert's feedback in the promise condition relative to the comparison condition, β = −1.42, Wald = 6.94, p = .008, 
OR = 0.24 (95% CI: 0.08, 0.70) and the helper condition, β = −1.35, Wald = 7.03, p = .008, OR = 0.26 (95% CI: 0.10, 
0.70), which did not differ from one another, β = 0.68, Wald = 0.02, p = .09.

To examine how younger and older children performed in each condition, we also conducted t tests against 
chance for each condition with age group as a categorical variable (younger: 4 to 5 year olds and older: 6 to 8 year 
olds). Six- to 8 year olds indicated that the expert should provide his/her true feedback (i.e., negative feedback) to 
the target in the promise condition (M = 0.83, SD = 0.38) at a rate significantly above chance, t(23) = 4.29, p < .001. 
These participants did not endorse the expert's feedback at a rate significantly different from chance in the helper 
or comparison conditions: M = 0.32, SD = 0.48, t(24) = 1.89, p = .07 and M = 0.38, SD = 0.49, t(23) = 1.24, p = .23, 
respectively. Younger children were unsystematic: promise: M = 0.27, SD = 0.46, t(14) = 1.97, p =  .068; helper: 
M = 0.56, SD = 0.51, t(15) = 0.49, p = .63; and comparison: M = 0.50, SD = 0.52, t(15) = 0.00, p = 1.0. See Figure 1.

Participants were asked to justify why they thought the expert should deliver positive or negative feedback 
to the target and the same two experimenters coded these responses with a high level of reliability, κ = .95. Both 
younger children (22.9%) and older children (24.7%) referred to how positive feedback would make the target feel 
(e.g., “because that will make her feel happy”). In addition, 20.5% of older children referred to the assignment of the 
expert (e.g., “because the teacher told her to say what she really thinks even if it hurts feelings”). Thirty-eight percent 
of participants responded with “I don't know” or recited a sentence about the expert's feedback from the story.

3.3 | Correctness question

The overall model for the correctness item (scored 0 = layperson(s) correct, 1 = expert correct) was not significant, 
χ2(5, N = 121) = 1.72, p = .89. A t test against chance collapsed across age and condition revealed that participants 
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were more likely than expected by chance to endorse the layperson(s) (i.e., positive feedback) as correct about the 
target's work, M = 0.23, SD = 0.42, t(120) = 6.98, p < .001.

3.4 | Future learning question

The overall model for the future learning item (scored 0  =  layperson, 1  =  expert) was not significant, χ2(5, 
N = 118) = 9.27, p = .09. A t test against chance collapsed across age and condition revealed that participants did 
not systematically endorse learning from the expert or the layperson(s), M = 0.55, SD = 0.50, t(117) = 1.11, p = .27.

As a supplemental question at the end of the testing session, children were asked to indicate whether the 
target would feel happy or sad if the expert told the target that his or her work was “very bad.” The majority of 
children (83.5%) indicated that the target would feel sad.

4  | DISCUSSION

In this study, children were sensitive to an expert's promise to tell the truth and endorsed the expert's nega-
tive feedback as the appropriate information to report to the teacher. Interestingly, there were developmental 
differences with respect to children's perceptions of target-appropriate feedback. With age, children indicated 
that truthful negative feedback should be delivered to the target. However, only 6 to 8 year olds in the prom-
ise condition endorsed negative target feedback systematically. This finding suggests that children increasingly 
are aware that criticism can scaffold improvement despite the social benefits associated with reporting positive 
feedback (Banerjee, 2002; Bussey, 1999). Why, then, did these same children fail to endorse the expert as “cor-
rect” when asked directly for their own views? Notably, these kinds of discrepancies in children's judgments con-
cerning expertise are not uncommon (e.g., Boseovski et al., 2016; Marble & Boseovski, 2019). These results are 
also consistent with a developmental tendency to prioritize positive information in social learning (see Marble & 
Boseovski, 2020 for a review). Below, we consider possible theoretical ties to moral reasoning and developmental 
implications for frameworks of children's social learning.

F I G U R E  1   Proportion of children who endorsed negative feedback for the target feedback question by 
participant age and condition. Error bars represent standard errors. *p < .001
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It is unlikely that children were uncertain about expertise given that children correctly identified the expert 
as knowledgeable. Children may have resisted negative feedback as correct because it could reflect an expert's 
poor character or lack of concern about potential psychological harm for the target. In this way, children may not 
have viewed negative feedback as socially appropriate. Indeed, many children referenced that the target would 
feel “sad” in response to negative feedback. Therefore, it is possible that the feedback was interpreted as person-
oriented (Dweck, 1999; Kamins & Dweck, 1999). This interpretation is consistent with the finding that 4- to 8 year 
olds were more likely to accept a negative, process-oriented evaluation (Boseovski et al., 2017, Experiment 2) than 
a direct negative statement (Experiment 1).

In addition to the possible discomfort with expressing a negative view, children in the current study may have 
perceived that a range of feedback could be “correct” in a subjective domain (Mills & Keil, 2008; but see Lapan & 
Boseovski, 2017). This possibility seems most likely for older children, who may have appreciated that evaluations 
of artwork or music are aesthetic judgments for which opinions vary (Kuhn et al., 2000). However, this interpreta-
tion is unlikely in light of children's qualitative responses. Approximately half of the older children referred to the 
expert's assignment or referred to how the layperson(s)’ positive feedback would make the target feel when asked 
to justify whether positive or negative feedback should be delivered to the target.

Older children's endorsement of negative feedback was somewhat surprising in light of children's preference 
for positivity and children's sensitivity to self-presentation in peer relationships (Banerjee & Yuill,  1999). The 
apparent conflict between children's endorsement of positive feedback as correct but negative feedback as ap-
propriate for the target and teacher may indicate that children's moral reasoning is tied to their social learning 
judgments when valenced content is involved. Older children may have recognized the interpersonal dilemma of 
the expert but found the moral obligation of a promise to tell the truth more compelling (Heyman & Dweck, 1998; 
Lee, 2013). The presence of the secondary authority figure (i.e., teacher), to whom the promise was made, may 
have increased the salience of this obligation. In addition, children may have viewed the expert's report to be 
acceptable, while maintaining that it was wrong and simply assigned blame to the authority figure for the hurtful 
behavior (e.g., Schleifer et al., 1983).

If responsibility, blame, and compliance were salient, older children may have been motivated to view truthful, 
negative feedback as appropriate. A sizeable percentage of older children referred to the expert's obligations 
in their open-ended responses. Older children may have remained objective about the importance of negative 
feedback for the target and teacher via some form of psychological distancing (Mischel & Rodriguez, 1993; White 
& Carlson, 2016). However, had the feedback been directed at the participants themselves, they may have been 
especially influenced by a positivity bias. Indeed, the pattern that emerged for the target feedback measure 
may align with a developmental decline in perceptions of overlap between the self and peers (e.g., Collyer & 
Marcovitch, 2019).

A theoretical account that ties together children's prioritization of evaluative content with their moral reason-
ing may shed light on the developmental differences evident in this study. Specifically, developmental differences 
emerged when children were asked about target-appropriate feedback, but not among children in the prom-
ise condition when they were asked about teacher-appropriate feedback. Given preschoolers' understanding of 
psychological harm (e.g., Helwig et al., 1995; Helwig et al., 2001), it is not surprising that at least some younger 
children endorsed positive feedback for the target. However, young children struggle to understand who is re-
sponsible when a promise is broken (e.g., Mant & Perner, 1988). Children develop a better understanding of the 
commitment and intentionality associated with promises at approximately 7 years of age (Astington, 1988).

It is possible that younger children struggled to coordinate what they know across each of these areas of 
social and moral knowledge. In fact, social domain theory suggests that young children cannot always coordi-
nate social information (e.g., information about authority or convention) with moral principles (e.g., psycholog-
ical harm) to evaluate situations or individuals (Richardson et al., 2012; Turiel et al., 2014). In this case, younger 
children might have focused on positivity and considered the negative outcome for the target if the target were 
to receive negative feedback. Preschoolers have a general understanding that white lies protect others’ feelings 
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(Talwar & Crossman, 2011) and in some circumstances are prone to focus on outcomes (Boseovski et al., 2013; 
Nelson, 1980).

Younger children could have also focused on the authority in the room (e.g., Laupa, 1991) and reasoned from 
the perspective that a promise to the teacher should be kept regardless of the feedback. However, it may not 
have been possible for young children to coordinate these considerations systematically across various mea-
sures. Further, younger children might have understood the expert's promise to be associated with the teacher 
but not the target (i.e., not generalizable), consistent with the finding that children systematically endorsed the 
expert's negative feedback as appropriate for the teacher in the promise condition. Future research should ad-
dress whether young children understand the protective nature of positive feedback to the same extent as older 
children (who were able to provide qualitative responses to that effect in this study) or whether a combination of 
other factors produced the mixed response patterns of younger children for that question.

Another direction for future research would be to investigate why children may not always endorse infor-
mation from someone in a designated helping role. Despite 3 to 6 year olds’ sensitivity to labels that indicate 
prosocial behavior (e.g., Bryan et al., 2014), the helper condition did not produce the predicted effect. Children 
may have viewed the expert labeled as the helper as someone who ingratiated themselves to the teacher because 
the expert did not make an explicit statement offering help to the target (e.g., see Bennett & Yeeles, 1990; Ingram 
& Bering, 2010). Children may have suspected that this expert's feedback was delivered based on a self-interest 
motive and discounted the evaluation (Mendelsohn & Straker, 1999). Future research in this area should address 
children's perceptions of knowledgeable individuals with various roles, which may vary as a function of cultural 
norms and values (e.g., Fu et al., 2016).

Finally, it would be helpful to explore additional boundaries to process-oriented praise and criticism that could 
shift both younger and older children's acceptance level of constructive criticism (Amemiya & Wang, 2018). For 
example, an expert can suggest specific aspects of a song that need to be improved, which may further contex-
tualize why she or he has provided an overall negative evaluation of it. Indeed, the expert's feedback in this study 
was strongly and explicitly negative (i.e., “very bad”) as a starting point to investigate how person-level informa-
tion may shift children's interpretation of such direct criticism.

Taken together, findings from the current study suggest that the way evaluative feedback is delivered matters. 
Previous research has detailed the negative implications of both praise and criticism (see Dweck, 1999). The pres-
ent study focused on the developmental differences and biases involved in children's reasoning about evaluative 
feedback from experts. The findings suggest that children may invoke social norms or even moral principles when 
they evaluate criticism. In turn, children may not accept an expert's criticism as constructive unless they have 
sufficient context to ameliorate negative perceptions of these statements.
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APPENDIX A
Example stimuli used in the promise and helper condition (Panel A) versus stimuli used in the comparison condi-
tion (Panel B) for the “art” stories. Character names marked in Panel A match the example protocol in Appendix B. 
Note that the quality of the artwork cannot be evaluated by participants. The classroom context was maintained 
for similarity across conditions.

Panel A

Amanda Caitlin 

Melissa Mrs. Smith 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.16.2.105
https://doi.org/10.2307/1131307
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-835X.1983.tb00546.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-835X.1983.tb00546.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221325.1993.10532189
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12314
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12517
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12517


14  |     MARBLE et al.

Panel B

APPENDIX B
Full example script (female participant, art domain, expert vs. one layperson) for each character introduction 
is below, which was followed by the condition manipulations: Teacher's helper (Panel A), Promise (Panel B), or 
Comparison (Panel C), and the testimony (all participants). The Target was always introduced first; the expert and 
layperson(s) introductions were randomized. The order of expert and layperson(s) testimony was randomized.

Introduction (all participants):
Target: This is Amanda. She is a girl your age. After school, she sometimes draws pictures, but she can only draw 

a few easy things. Amanda has never taken an art class on how to draw and she cannot draw every kind of shape. 
She has only shown her pictures to a few people. She only draws pictures in her free time. Right now, Amanda is 
drawing a picture.

Expert: This is Melissa. She is also a girl your age. She draws pictures every day after school. Melissa has taken 
many art classes. She knows how to draw shapes and she can draw twenty things. She practices drawing every 
chance she gets. She shows her pictures to many people.

Layperson: This is Caitlin. She is another girl your age. She draws pictures once in a while after school. Caitlin 
has never taken art classes. She cannot draw shapes and she can only draw one thing. Caitlin practices drawing 
only when she needs something to do. She has only shown her pictures to her family.

Panel A.
This is Mrs. Smith, the teacher for the classroom. Mrs. Smith has chosen Melissa to look at all of the drawings 

and to be the teacher's helper by saying what she thinks about the drawings. A person can be a helper when 
someone needs to pick things up or when there is a job to do or when there is something new to learn, just like 
learning to draw.

Panel B.
This is Mrs. Smith, the teacher for the classroom. Mrs. Smith has chosen Melissa to look at all of the drawings 

and she tells Melissa to promise to tell the truth about what she thinks about the drawings. A person who promises 
has to do what they say they will do, even if it makes others sad and hurts their feelings.

Panel C.
This is Mrs. Smith, the teacher for the classroom. Mrs. Smith and all of the other children in the class look at 

each other's drawings and they tell each other what they think about the drawings. Mrs. Smith is cleaning up the 
classroom and watering the class plants, while all of the students are working on their drawings.

Testimony (all participants):
Melissa looks at Amanda's picture and she thinks that it looks very bad.
Caitlin looks at Amanda's picture and she thinks that it looks very good.


