
                                                  

Participants 
N = 36 5- to 9-year-olds (18 female, M = 7.0 years) 

Procedure 

1. Introduction Phase 
Children learned that the more coins they collect during the computer 
game, the more and the better prizes they could pick afterwards.  

An experimenter made a phone call to make children believe that the 
other players are real and are having a live interaction. 

2. Divider’s Allocation 
The divider (left) can divide the 6 coins either equally (3:3) or unequally (6 
for divider : 0 for recipient) between him/herself and the recipient (right).  

Children watched the divider’s allocation as a third-party. 

3. Children’s Intervention Decision  

In every round, children were asked to press either green or red button. 

Each child played 12 rounds in total (6 equal allocation and 6 unequal 
allocation rounds).  

4. Manipulation Check 
After the computer game, another experimenter asked children whether 
they think the players were real or pretend players. 

C 

Children punished the divider more often for unequal than equal offers (β 
= 2.00, p < .001).  
This tendency to punish unfair divider was observed across all age 
groups.  

Gender, age and the interaction between age and allocation type did not 
predict children’s rejection rates (all ps > .20).  
80% of the participants reported that the players in the game were real. 

School-aged children pay a cost to intervene against unfair sharing, 
replicating previous research with imagined players [2]. 
This is the first demonstration of children’s third-party punishment in a 
simulated live setting.  

We introduce and validate the use of computer games for studying 
children’s decision-making in live interaction with peers. 

People are expected to follow social norms such as sharing resources in 
a fair manner. But what should be done when people violate these 
norms?  

Adults are willing to intervene in these cases by punishing those who 
act unfairly, even if they themselves are a third party who is not directly 
affected and if they have to pay a monetary cost to punish others [1].  

Recent developmental studies show that this so-called costly third-
party punishment first emerges around 5 to 6 years of age [2]. However, 
these prior developmental studies used imagined players [2] or puppets 
[3] as recipients. Thus, it is unknown whether children will punish selfish 
individuals in a live interaction with peers.  

We developed a computer game to examine whether children punish 
unfair individuals in a live interaction.  

Computer interfaces with simulated social interactions would be a 
powerful tool to enable more flexible testing of children’s social 
behaviors. 

Children were told that the other two players are waiting in another 
building to play a computer game together. 
Each player has their own basket to collect coins during the game. 
Children could press either green or red button after watching how the 
divider (left) shares 6 coins with the recipient (right). 
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Green button Red button

Outcome Acceptance  
of divider’s offer

Rejection  
of divider’s offer

Cost to 
participants No cost 1 coin
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