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ABSTRACT 

This thesis describes a mixed-methods investigation of young childrenôs everyday social 

communication, focusing on tattlingðthe reporting of a peerôs negative behaviour to an 

audience. There are links between tattling and the development of gossip, and thus with the 

evolution of cooperative norms in humans. Tattling is a daily activity for many children, but 

has been little studied, especially in preschool contexts.  

 Quantitative sampling and participant observation are used to characterize behavioural 

reporting among 3- to 4-year-olds in 2 preschools in Belfast, Northern Ireland. Quantitative 

sampling shows that children in these populations are biased towards reporting negative 

actions by peers; that they are more likely to report actions of which they themselves are the 

victims; that they usually tell the truth; that their reports are rarely ignored by staff; and that 

there are relationships between frequency of tattling and measures of social dominance and 

relational aggression. Participant observation shows that tattling takes place in a complex 

social context; that children are generally aware of its effects; and that it is driven by a range 

of motivations, both self-oriented and group-oriented.  

 Two story recall experiments are described, aimed at testing the hypothesis that negative 

bias in childrenôs reports arises from the greater salience of negative behaviour. The 

experiments do not support this hypothesis, further strengthening the idea that children are 

acting out of strategic considerations when they report peersô transgressions. Behavioural 

reporting in preschool contexts is compared with a sample of transcripts of childrenôs 

discourse recorded in 1970s England and stored in the CHILDES database. Examples of 

tattling and gossip are also found in the eHRAF ethnographic database. The thesis concludes 

with an interactionist model of the development of tattling and gossip, in which third-party 

mediation helps to integrate the affective and normative components of childrenôs 

developing moral systems. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

If you do not keep the multiplicity of language-games in view, you 

will perhaps be inclined to ask questions like: óWhat is a question?ôð

Is it the statement that I do not know such-and-such, or the statement 

that I wish the other person would tell me.é? Or is it the description 

of my mental state of uncertainty?ðAnd is the cry óHelp!ô such a 

description?  

[é] Commanding, questioning, storytelling, chatting are as much a 

part of our natural history as walking, eating, drinking, playing. 

(Wittgenstein, 1953/2001, §§23ï24)  

 

One sunny morning in nursery school, a 4-year-old boy tells his classroom assistant: 

ñThomas pushed me out of my way.ò He means that his classmate has forcibly taken 

his place at the head of a line of schoolchildren who are waiting to go outside. The 

classroom assistant promptly removes Thomas and replaces him halfway down the 

line, reinstating the first child at its head. 

 In a different nursery school, one girl alerts another to the fact that a third girl 

now has the doll that she had recently been playing with: ñShe has your baby in her 

pram!ò Her audience frowns, but does not act on this informationðperhaps because 

she now has another doll in her lap. 

Thirty years ago, a three-year-old girl was recorded telling her mother: ñRichard 

[her older brother] has scribbled in my card.ò Her mother questioned her: ñYou 

what? Scribbled in it?ò ñYes,ò replies the girl. But her mother was busy making 

beds, and shrugged it off: ñNever mind.ò 

 What do these three episodes have in common? They are all examples of 

children reporting a third partyôs behaviour. More precisely, they are examples of the 
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reporting of a third partyôs negative or antisocial behaviourðbehaviour that the 

speaker apparently thinks their audience will disapprove of. As such, they represent 

an activity known as tattling in the US, or telling tales in the UK. Any parent or 

teacher will tell you that tattling is a frequent (and frequently annoying) behaviour 

on the part of young children, but that it is far less common to hear them singing the 

praises of their siblings or peers. My main aims in this thesis are to investigate just 

how large a part tattling (defined in broad terms as the reporting of negative 

behaviour by a third party) plays in young childrenôs social communication, and why 

they might do it so frequently. I take an evolutionary perspective on childrenôs 

behavioural reporting because I believe that evolutionary theory should be borne in 

mind when trying to explain, in general terms, why large populations of people do 

anything. But because humans have evolved to be sensitive to their cultural 

contextðand therefore all human behaviour is bound to vary as the context variesð

I also attempt to set this activity within the detailed social and cultural context within 

which it was observed. 

1.1 Outline of the Thesis 

Childrenôs reporting of peersô behaviour is interesting to me for four main reasons. 

Firstly, it offers a window on the development of gossip and related forms of social 

communication, which have been postulated to be of great importance in the 

evolution of cooperative behaviour in humans. In the first section of the literature 

review, I consider a range of theoretical and empirical approaches to gossip, paying 

particular attention to studies inspired by evolutionary theories. Secondly, the 

reporting of third-party behaviour by children has rarely been the focus of study, 

even though tattling is an everyday activity for many young children. In the second 



1.   Introduction 

 

3 

 

section of the literature review I present an exhaustive review of the existing 

literature on tattling, and place this in the context of the limited work that exists on 

the development of gossip in children. Thirdly, childrenôs everyday reporting of 

peersô behaviour involves the integration of several psychological competences, and 

thus offers a useful complement to various experimental traditions that have tended 

to consider each psychological domain in isolation. In the third part of the literature 

review, I briefly consider the psychological requirements for tattling, paying 

particular attention to narrative skills, moral judgements, and theory of mind. 

Fourthly, an everyday language activity like tattling can also be a window on the 

social dynamics of groups of children in various environments. I summarize existing 

literature on the social environment of young children and the impact that culture has 

on this environment, paying particular attention to the context of the preschool 

classroom. I conclude the literature review with a methodological note on the mixed-

methods approach that I took to my doctoral research, explaining why this kind of 

approach was particularly appropriate for an exploratory investigation such as this 

one. 

 The remainder of the thesis is divided into five chapters. In Chapter 3, ñThe 

Behavioural Ecology of Peer Reporting in Preschool Settings,ò I report the results of 

quantitative sampling of behavioural reporting in two nursery schools in Belfast, 

Northern Ireland. The primary quantitative method used was event sampling of 

childrenôs behavioural reports, alongside point sampling of social networks and focal 

follows of individual children. Although these methods were run concurrently with 

participant observation in the same two schools, they are reported first because they 

were concerned with identifying the gross characteristics of childrenôs tattling, and 

the use of these results to test predictions arising from the literature review. 
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 In Chapter 4, ñThe Social Context and Motivation of Preschool Childrenôs 

Tattling,ò I present qualitative results from the participant observation part of the 

research, arguing that tattling in the preschool is a strategic activity that takes place 

against a background of ongoing, low-level interpersonal conflict, and is highly 

sensitive to social context. Through the analysis of phenomena such as counter-

tattling and threats of tattling, I explore how the reporting of peersô behaviour holds 

different meanings for children and adults. In this chapter, I also consider cultural 

differences between the two preschools studied, relating these to varying gender 

differences in tattling considered across the two schools. 

 In Chapter 5, ñExperimental Studies of Childrenôs Behavioural Reporting,ò I 

report the results of two recall experiments, which aimed to test whether biases in 

childrenôs behavioural reporting found in the observational results could also be 

observed in a controlled environment. Results for the first experiment are related to 

sociometric data from the observational study of children in the first preschool, who 

served as the participants for the experiment. The second experiment extended a 

similar paradigm to a slightly older age group (4ï5 years). Designs for further 

studies in the same experimental program are also presented. 

  The cultural dimensions of behavioural reporting are briefly explored in Chapter 

6, ñA Cross-Cultural Investigation of Tattling and Gossip.ò I analyze examples of 

talk about peers by children from various cultural groups, recorded in two major 

corpora: CHILDES (the Child Language Data Exchange System) and eHRAF (the 

Human Relations Area Files). I also discuss common patterns in ethnographic 

material on gossip drawn from the latter database. This rather exploratory chapter is 

mainly intended to lay the groundwork for more targeted cross-cultural research in 

the future. 
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 Finally, in Chapter 7, I outline an interactionist theory of tattling as part of a 

distributed developmental system involving child, peer and adult caregiver. I also 

offer some concluding remarks on the implications of my work for the evolution of 

cooperation and the development of childrenôs social communication, and discuss 

the limitations of the thesis and how these might be addressed in future research. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This review of literature relevant to childrenôs reporting of peersô behaviour is 

divided into four main sections, along with a brief methodological note. First, I 

present a theoretical argument for the importance of gossip (broadly conceptualised 

as the reporting of third-party behaviour) to the evolution of cooperation in humans. 

I set this argument in the context of earlier theoretical approaches to gossip, and use 

it as a framework for the analysis of various empirical data about gossip, drawn from 

both psychology and anthropology. The review of the literature on gossip in adults is 

quite extensive, given that the main focus of the thesis is on childrenôs behaviour; 

but it is necessary because I am hypothesizing that childrenôs tattling is a 

developmental precursor to gossipða preparation for behaviour that will become 

adaptively relevant later in life. Second, I note the potential contribution of 

developmental studies to evolutionary psychology, and summarise the existing 

developmental literature on gossip and tattling in children. Next, I summarize 

research on some of the psychological competences that are implicated in tattling, 

including narrative skills, moral judgement and theory of mind. I suggest that the 

way in which these competences develop in children may lead to detectable biases in 

their reporting of peersô behaviour.  Finally, I outline some of the variables that 

influence the social and cultural context of the preschool classroom, which was the 

setting in which most of my research took place. The literature review concludes 

with an explanation of why the use of a mixture of methods was particularly 

appropriate for this research. 
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2.1 Gossip: Theoretical and Empirical Approaches 

In this thesis I am using the term gossip as a convenient shorthand for the reporting 

of a third partyôs behaviour to another individual. In English, the term does carry 

connotations of triviality and informality (and perhaps also a slight connotation of 

malice; see Ben-Zeôev, 1994), and these connotations have doubtless helped to set 

the agenda for research into gossip. Although I briefly explore some of these 

connotations in Section 2.1.2 below, they do not greatly concern me here, since I am 

using the research on gossip merely to provide an adult counterpart to my own and 

othersô research on childrenôs reporting of third-party behaviour.
1
 I am more 

concerned with outlining the different theoretical and empirical approaches that 

researchers from various disciplines have taken to the study of gossip. Evolutionary 

psychologists have theorized that gossip plays an important role in upholding social 

norms; and cultural anthropologists had earlier documented the complex (and often 

contradictory) processes by which this actually takes place in local social contexts. 

Also, although gossip is a very informal social behaviour that does not lend itself 

easily to experimental study, a handful of social psychologistsðoften inspired, 

recently, by evolutionary theoriesðhave examined gossip-related behaviour in 

controlled settings. 

                                                

 
1
 There is also an etymological connection between adultsô gossip and childrenôs tattling. The word 

tattling was used in the 18th centuryðe.g., by Swiftðas a synonym for gossip (Webster's Revised 

Unabridged Dictionary, cited at http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/tattle, retrieved May 18, 

2009). This usage survives in words like tittle-tattle, and in the celebrity gossip and lifestyle 
magazine, Tatler (founded in 1709; see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tatler, retrieved May 18, 2009). 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/tattle
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tatler
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2.1.1 The Importance of Gossip for the Evolution of Cooperation 

The main reason why I am interested in gossip, and related forms of communication, 

is because I believe that they had a major influence on the evolution of cooperative 

behaviour in humans. Robin Dunbar (2004b; see also 1993, 1998, 1999, 2004a) has 

elaborated a theory of the evolutionary significance of gossip based on the dual 

functions of reinforcing intimacy and excluding social deviants. Dunbar argued that 

informal chatðof which gossip is his main exampleðis analogous to the social 

grooming of non-human primates. The use of verbal rather than tactile grooming has 

enabled humans to live in much larger groups than other primates, for three main 

reasons. Firstly, language allows a speaker to converse with an audience of multiple 

individuals, making it more time-efficient than one-to-one grooming. Secondly, 

gossip allows people to keep in contact with geographically dispersed networks of 

kin members and friends, via mutual contacts. Thirdly, negative gossip encourages 

intra-group cooperation ï which would otherwise become impossible to enforce as 

groups grew larger ï by spreading information about the behaviour of free-riders and 

other norm violators. According to Dunbar (2004b):  

[Language] allows us to exchange information about other people, so 

short-circuiting the laborious process of finding out how they behave. 

For monkeys and apes, all this has to be done by direct observation. I 

may never know that you are unreliable until I see you in action with 

an ally, and that opportunity is likely to occur only rarely. But a 

mutual acquaintance may be able to report on his or her experiences 

of you, and so warn me against youðespecially if they share a 

common interest with me. Friends and relations will not want to see 

their allies being exploited by other individuals, since a cost borne by 

an ally is ultimately a cost borne by them too. (p. 79) 

Instead of relying on direct observations of behaviour, that is, humans can learn 

about othersô behaviour indirectly through the medium of language.  
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 Dunbar (1999) also pointed out that the exchange of information about free-

riders is particularly important in large groups, where interactions between any two 

individuals tend to be less frequently repeated, limiting the scope for individuals to 

use a strategy of direct reciprocity (Trivers, 1971) in determining the appropriate 

response. He cited as evidence the simulation studies of Enquist and Leimar (1993).
2
 

These authors found that in an iterated prisonerôs dilemma game with multiple 

partners, even a small amount of gossip was enough to nullify the benefits to free-

riders of high mobility (or large groups)ðwhich otherwise made it easy for free-

riders to find new victims whom they had not cheated before. Listening to gossip is 

thus adaptive for individuals who live in large groups because it reduces the chances 

of being exploited by norm violators, while transmitting gossip may be adaptive 

because it reduces the chances of kin or allies being exploited by norm violators 

(Dunbar, 1999).  

 As I and others have argued in more detail elsewhere (Ingram, Piazza, & Bering, 

2009; see also Nowak & Sigmund, 2005; Piazza & Bering, 2008), the novel 

possibilities offered by learning about othersô behaviours through language greatly 

expanded the scope of indirect reciprocity for maintaining systems of cooperation in 

human groups. Indirect reciprocity embodies the principle that if you scratch my 

back, someone else will scratch yours (Alexander, 1987; Nowak & Sigmund, 2005). 

That is, helping other individuals may be rewarded by third parties in the same 

population, and not only by the direct recipients of the help. Accordingly, in Enquist 

and Leimarôs (1993) studies, cooperators in the prisonerôs dilemma found plenty of 

cooperative partners in subsequent iterations, whereas the reputations of defectors 

                                                

 
2 See Sommerfeld, Semmann, Krambeck, and Milinski (2007) for a recent experimental study with 
similar results (discussed on p. 1 of this thesis). 
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preceded them and they were met mostly with defection. Linguistic testimony 

increases the transparency of social interactions that occur óbehind the scenesô, and 

thus the reliability of indirect reciprocity (Nowak & Sigmund, 2005). 

 Discussions of indirect reciprocity have often focused on the positive benefits of 

prosocial behaviour. It is important to remember that reciprocity can also be 

negative, however (as with the tit-for-tat strategy in iterated prisonerôs dilemma 

games; Axelrod & Hamilton, 1981). In the context of indirect reciprocity, this means 

that an individualôs antisocial actions may be punished by a third party other than the 

immediate victim. Since the punishers in such cases are providing a public good (in 

the form of future deterrence of antisocial activities) at a potential cost to themselves 

(the risk of hostility from the initial perpetrators), this phenomenon is sometimes 

referred to as altruistic punishment (Boyd, Gintis, Bowles, & Richerson, 2003; Fehr 

& Fischbacher, 2004a, 2004b). Models of cooperation based on altruistic punishment 

and models based on indirect reciprocity are not mutually exclusive, despite 

arguments to the contrary (e.g., Richerson, Boyd, & Henrich, 2003, discussed by 

Ingram et al., 2009).
3
 Both types of model rely upon language, because in human 

societies those who punish a transgression are not always (or even often) direct 

witnesses to that transgression.  

 Some form of collectively sanctioned punishment for norm violators is probably 

a human universal (Brown, 1991). And it seems plausible that most such 

punishments ï including those administered by the legal systems of complex 

societies ï rely at least in part on the spread of information by witnesses via 

                                                

 
3 But compare Panchanathan and Boyd (2004) for a revised model of the relationship between indirect 

reciprocity and cooperation, in which agents overcome the second-order free-rider problem through a 
ñshunningò strategy of collectively withholding aid from defectors. 
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language. Christopher Boehm (1987) found that in a tribal part of Montenegro, 

where blood feuds were still common, ñinformation that begins by being exchanged 

confidentially between people who are very close is passed along as a ósecretô until 

eventually it falls into the hands of people who have little sense of obligation to keep 

it quietò (p. 82, quoted by Stewart & Strathern, 2004, p. 40). Boehm (1999, 2000) 

went on to argue that the use of language to spread information about aggressors led 

to the evolution of human (hunter-gatherer) societies that were highly egalitarian 

compared to the rigid hierarchies of chimpanzee societies. Of course, gossip can be a 

powerful social sanction in its own rightðeven among technologically advanced 

groups of people, such as cattle ranchers in 20th-century California (Ellickson, 

1991).  

 Similar points about the relationship between gossip, the punishment of norm 

violators, and the evolution of cooperation have been made by David Sloan Wilson 

(D. S. Wilson, Wilczynski, Wells, and Weiser, 2000; see also Kniffin & Wilson, 

2005). Wilson and his collaborators have analyzed gossip using the evolutionary 

framework of group selection, arguing that people generally frown upon self-serving 

gossip, but condone gossip that serves the interests of their social group (i.e., gossip 

that helps spread useful, truthful information about the activities of norm violators). 

This distinction between self-serving and group-serving gossip may prove useful, but 

in my view it is subsidiary to the distinction between judgemental gossip about 

negative or antisocial behaviour, and non-judgemental (or approving) gossip about 

neutral or positive activities. Moreover, while I am sympathetic to the concept of 

group selectionðand especially to the dynamic conception of multilevel, cultural 

group selection espoused by Richerson and Boyd (2005)ðI am not sure that group 

selection is strictly necessary for explaining how gossip might have contributed to 
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the evolution of cooperation in human groups. Instead, it is possible that the use of 

language to enforce social norms might have had important benefits at an individual 

level through inclusive fitness
4
 (as suggested by the quote from Dunbar, 2004b, on p. 

8 above) or indirect reciprocity, or some combination of the two.   

 This theoretical discussion serves to illustrate the vital role that uniquely human 

forms of communication have in mediating complex systems of cooperation. 

Language increases the scope both of positive indirect reciprocity (the rewarding of 

prosocial behaviour by those who did not witness it directly) and of altruistic 

punishment (the sanctioning of negative behaviour, again by those who did not 

witness it). The kind of language that fulfils this role has often been labelled gossip, 

broadly defined as communication about absent third parties (following Dunbar, 

2004b). This usage should be viewed as a convenient label, which does not 

correspond exactly to the reference of gossip as it is ordinarily used in English. Some 

more nuanced definitions of gossip are briefly considered in the next section, which 

reviews a range of approaches taken by non-evolutionary psychologists to gossip. I 

then move on to consider the results of a wave of recent observational and 

experimental studies of gossip that have been inspired by some of the evolutionary 

ideas outlined above.   

2.1.2 Other Psychological Approaches to Gossip 

Here I review some of the psychological approaches to gossip in adults, paying 

particular attention to attempts that have been made to define the term, and to 

characterize the main participants in gossip and the effects that gossip has on these 

                                                

 
4 See Hamilton (1964). 
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participants. Bergmannôs (1987/1993) comments on the theoretical attention paid by 

sociologists to gossip apply equally well to the attention paid by social 

psychologists: 

Gossip has remained, in large part, a typically marginal phenomenon 

in the sociological literature. It has been acknowledged but has not 

been able to attract concentrated attention. It is clearly possible that 

this marginalization expresses the extent to which our social scientific 

understanding of gossip determines its social scientific treatment. For 

the cliché that there are more important things than gossip is a fixed 

part of our everyday understanding of it. (pp. 6ï7) 

Surveying the post-war literature, it appears that theoretical and empirical interest in 

gossip has tended to come in fits and starts, with a peak perhaps in the 1970s. Early 

work in social psychology often considered gossip in conjunction with the related 

phenomenon of rumour (especially Allport & Postman, 1947; see also Rosnow & 

Fine, 1976), which generally speaking is a less personal type of communicationð

like news, more an element of culture than a form of discourse. Subsequently the 

notion of gossip as interpersonal discourse took centre stage. An early example of 

this approach was Stirling (1956); later, several articles in an issue of the Journal of 

Communication (1977) took up the same theme (especially Yerkovich, 1977). 

Common features of much of this early work were uncertainty as to how best to 

define gossip, and ambivalence over whether gossip had positive or negative effects. 

This ambiguity is reflected in the etymology of the English word gossip: from its 

original meaning as the sort of harmless chat that takes place between godsibs (an 

archaic term meaning good friends; i.e., the sort of people who might serve as 

godparents for oneôs children), the word has gradually acquired pejorative 

connotations (Rysman, 1977). However, these negative connotations are still much 

more evident in the sense of a gossip (i.e., a person who gossips excessively) than in 

the sense of gossip as communication. An attempt to rehabilitate the concept of 
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gossip as a positive activity which contributes to social bonding was made by several 

authors in the volume Good Gossip (Goodman & Ben-Zeôev, 1994; see especially 

Ben-Zeôev, 1994; de Sousa, 1994; Emler, 1994). 

 Recently there has been increasing consensus around a broader, more neutral 

definition of gossip as evaluative talk (positive or negative) about an absent third-

party. This definition was first introduced by Eder and Enke (1991), and was picked 

up by several contributors to a special issue of the Review of General Psychology 

(2004) on the psychology of gossip (e.g., Wert & Salovey, 2004). Given that 

evaluative process are implicated in gossip, much theoretical effort was expended in 

that issue on working out the ultimate function of the evaluation that takes place. 

Baumeister, Zhang and Vohs (2004) considered how gossip can function as a form 

of cultural learning,
5
 which serves as a store of knowledge about what happens to 

those who violate social norms: ñBy hearing about the misadventures of others, we 

may not have to endure costs to ourselves because we will have successfully avoided 

making the mistake they madeò (p. 112). In contrast, Wert and Salovey (2004) 

viewed gossip as a tool of social comparison, which is often motivated by envy, 

jealousy, or resentment (see Suls, 1977, for an earlier application of Festingerôs, 

1954, social comparison theory to gossip). Expression of such emotions through 

negative gossip may not be good for group morale, or for the interests of the 

powerful. Wert and Salovey (2004, p. 128) quoted Spacks (1985), who wrote: ñThe 

ferocity of several centuriesô attack on derogatory conversation about others 

probably reflects justifiable anxiety of the dominant about the aggressive impulses of 

the submissiveò (p. 30). 

                                                

 
5 See Yerkovich (1977) for a similar approach. 
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 It seems then that certain kinds of gossip may have positive effects for a social 

group, and other kinds may have negative effects. Turner, Mazur, Wendel and 

Winslow (2003) investigated how either positive or negative comments about a third 

party affected experimental participantsô judgements of the gossipersô likeability, 

trustworthiness, and credibility. Oddly, they found that whatever the valence of 

gossip, judgements made about gossipers were more negative (along all three axes) 

than judgements made about members of a control group who did not gossip. Taken 

at face value, these results would seem to support Wert and Saloveyôs (2004, p. 134) 

contention that ñgossip is considered morally suspectò by most people. But as Turner 

and her co-authors themselves acknowledge, the effect may be due at least in part to 

the artificiality of the experimental situation and the irrelevance of the confederateôs 

comments (which concerned the experimenterôs suitability for Harvard Law School). 

Even if that is the case, however, their results underline how gossip is subject to 

strict pragmatic rules: gossiping out of turn can have serious social consequences. 

 Considered in historical perspective, then, psychological research on gossip has 

been rather disparate and unsystematic, influenced no doubt by the slippery, 

ambiguous and seemingly trivial nature of its subject matter. Although psychologists 

(and others) have found it hard to agree on a definition of gossip, one thing that does 

seem clear is that gossip may have either positive or negative effects. It can increase 

solidarity between those who gossip, while damaging the reputations of those who 

are gossiped about.  

 Gossipôs ambivalent moral status emphasizes that it is a complex social 

phenomenon which serves a variety of functions. Eric Foster (2004, drawing on 

Stirling, 1956) provided a useful analysis of these functions, arguing that gossip may 

be used to spread useful information, to reinforce friendship and intimacy, to exclude 
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outsiders or social deviants, or simply to provide entertainment. It is worthwhile to 

consider these functions in the light of evolutionary theory, and in particular, to try 

to work out whether they are proximate or ultimate functions (Bjorklund & 

Pellegrini, 2000; Mayr, 1993). In other words, do they describe ways in which 

gossiping is of adaptive value to individuals (or groups), or do they merely represent 

common motivations for gossiping? Fosterôs first function of gossip, that of 

spreading useful information, corresponds to Baumeister et al.ôs (2004) conception 

of gossip as cultural learning. This kind of gossip is clearly adaptive; but saying that 

leaves unanswered the question of why such useful information is spread more 

effectively in the form of social narratives rather than bare statements of fact. The 

fourth function, that of providing entertainment, is pretty clearly a proximate 

function of gossip: for entertainment presumably has no intrinsic adaptive value, but 

rather we humans are designed by natural selection to take pleasure in gossip 

because it has other adaptive consequences. The remaining two functions, of 

reinforcing friendship and excluding social deviants, correspond quite well to the 

two ultimate functions of gossip discussed by Dunbar (2004b): social bonding, and 

spreading information about norm violators (see p. 8 above). 

 A developmental perspective may prove useful in disentangling the complex 

motivations that underpin the reporting of other group membersô behaviour. Some 

motivations may predominate at earlier ages, while others arise later, in response to 

both cognitive development and involvement in more complex social environments. 

Participant observation can be an excellent tool for uncovering social actorsô 

motivations; and accordingly, the motivations for childrenôs behavioural reporting 

are considered in Chapter 4. However, it is also possible to test empirical hypotheses 

about the prevalence of various kinds of gossip that do not rely on a consideration of 
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the gossiperôs motivation. Such hypotheses are the focus of the next section, and of 

the observational research reported in Chapter 3. 

2.1.3 Empirical Studies of Gossip in Adults 

One attractive feature of evolutionary psychology as a theoretical framework is its 

claimed productivity in the generation and testing of hypotheses (Cosmides, Tooby, 

& Barkow, 1992). This has certainly been the case for research into the evolutionary 

psychology of gossip. Theoretical interest in gossip was sparked by Dunbarôs (1993) 

analogy between gossip and grooming, Emlerôs (1994) consideration of gossip as a 

ñsocial adaptation,ò and Barkowôs (1992) linking of celebrity gossip to a concern for 

social status. Since then, an abundance of empirical research has attempted to answer 

various evolutionarily inspired questions concerning the content and practice of 

gossip.  

 One of the most obvious questions about gossip concerns just how large a 

proportion of conversation it makes up. If gossip is to have played an important role 

in the evolution of language, it seems likely that it would be a fairly common 

linguistic behaviour. In one of the few quantitative studies of the content of humansô 

natural conversational behaviour, Dunbar, Marriott, and Duncan (1997) 

eavesdropped on conversations in a variety of locations, including university 

cafeterias, bars, and train carriages. They found that around two thirds of 

conversation time, on average, was devoted to socially relevant topics (personal 

relationships and personal experiences). However, this figure included conversations 

about the speakerôs own relationships and experiences. As discussed above, gossip is 

more usually thought of as concerning third-party relationships and experiences. 

Third-party information did account for about one third of all social conversation 
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time in Dunbar and his colleaguesô study, but it seems that first-party information 

was more commonly discussed. Nevertheless, third-party gossip was plainly a 

substantial component of peopleôs conversations, at least in these contexts.  

 Another important question to askðgiven the stereotype of gossip as a negative 

activity, and its postulated role in cheater detectionðis whether gossip is 

predominantly negative in valence. In Dunbar and his co-workersô sample, the 

answer was clearly no: on average only 4.1% of social conversation time (less than 

3% of total conversation time) was taken up by critical comments on third parties 

(1997, p. 240). Kniffin and Wilson (2005, pp. 281ï282) argued that the lack of 

negative gossip in those results may have been partly because the gossipers observed 

in that study were wary of eavesdropping in public settings like university cafeterias, 

and partly because the gossipers did not necessarily share a common fate (meaning 

that it was less critical for them to derogate absent free-riders). By contrast, in their 

own quantitative study of crew membersô conversations in a car going to and from 

rowing practice, Kniffin and Wilson found that as much as 36.3% of ñpersonal talkò
6
 

was negative, and that negative comments made up 63.0% of personal talk during 

one semester in which a ñslackerò was present in the team (2005, pp. 286ï287).  

 However, one might turn Kniffin and Wilsonôs criticism on its head by arguing 

that the population they were studyingða rowing team competing against other 

teamsðwas one in which the need for group cohesion was unusually strong. 

Furthermore, the specific situation in which they were recording conversationsðthe 

journey to and from rowing practiceðwas one in which evaluation of crew 

membersô performances might be expected to take place much more frequently than 

                                                

 
6 This construct corresponds quite well to the ñsocial conversation timeò of Dunbar et al. (1997). 
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in other social situations. It is also noteworthy that the proportion of negative 

comments fell drastically for the two out of three semesters when the slacker was not 

present: the presence of a slacker might have been very atypical in itself. Dunbar and 

his colleaguesô (1997) samples of conversations in cafés, pubs and trains seem 

intuitively likely to reflect both more typical social situations, and a more 

representative distribution of conversational topics. Inhibition of gossip due to the 

risk of eavesdropping does not seem to be a big weakness of the latter authorsô 

study, because restaurants and bars are well-known settings for private 

conversations: their open layout and general noisiness make it easy to see who might 

be listening, and difficult for anyone except people at closely adjoining tables to 

follow the whole thread of another tableôs discourse. Therefore it seems probable 

that negative gossip may not be as common as Kniffin and Wilson (2005) believed.  

 On the other hand, this does not necessarily falsify the hypothesis that gossip 

evolved partly as a means of cheater detection. As Dunbar (2004a) put it: 

Although, in our studies of freely forming conversations, we found 

that gossip of this censorious type was relatively rare, it may 

nonetheless be that the handful of cases involving this kind of 

behaviour are disproportionately important in terms of their 

consequences for the recipientsô ability to avoid exploitation in the 

future. (p. 107) 

In other words, the adaptive benefits of reporting norm violations may cause 

individuals to be disproportionately sensitive to them. Negative gossip may still be 

important, but as Wert and Salovey (2004) argued, its deployment may be restricted 

to certain atypical (but socially critical) contexts, such as the sports team context 

studied by Kniffin and Wilson (2005). According to Wert and Salovey (2004): 

ñGossip may turn especially negative when one or more é social comparison 

motivesðself-evaluation, self-improvement, self-enhancement, and establishment of 
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a social identityðbecome especially urgent for the individualò (p. 133). The first 

three of these social comparison motives, at least (and in many cases the fourth as 

well), are clearly present in most sports teams.   

 As well as having a reputation for negativity, gossip has acquired another 

negative stereotype, that of unreliability (Emler, 1994). Like the question of gossipôs 

negativity, the question of gossipôs reliability is theoretically critical, from an 

evolutionary perspective. If gossip is to promote systems of cooperation, it ought to 

be reliable: either it should be mostly trustworthy, or it should be easy to distinguish 

between trustworthy and untrustworthy gossip. However, the question of reliability 

is harder to address through naturalistic research than the question of negativity, 

because researchers cannot rely only on what people are saying: they also need to 

know the facts of the matterðand where gossip is concerned, the facts of the matter 

are notoriously obscure.
7
 Probably for this reason, I know of no quantitative research 

that has systematically examined the reliability of gossip. However, there is some 

recent research, again inspired by evolutionary theory, which approaches the 

problem of reliability from the point of view of the gossip receiver. Hess and Hagen 

(2006) investigated the possibility that humans have reliable cognitive mechanisms 

for distinguishing between truthful and deceptive gossip. In a series of experiments 

using social psychological methods, they found that participants were more likely to 

believe gossip if it came from multiple sources, but less likely to believe negative 

gossip if the source was someone who was in competition with the subject of the 

gossip. Their results suggest that people may be equipped with cognitive heuristics 

                                                

 
7 It gets worse: gossip is an inherently value-laden exercise (Wert & Salovey, 2004): but where value 

judgements are concerned, of course there often is no objective fact of the matter. In assessing the 

reliability of a comment like ñHe is such a slut,ò for example, the most that could realistically be 
hoped for would be an assessment of whether the speaker honestly meant what he was saying. 
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for labelling gossip as either reliable or untrustworthy. Such heuristics would be very 

useful for ensuring that the efficient detection of first-order norm violators, via 

gossip, is not undermined by second-order norm violators, who seek to deceive other 

individuals about the activities of third parties.  

 Evolutionary psychology has also played its part in discovering the kinds of 

people and activities that people like to gossip about. McAndrew and Milenkovic 

(2002; see also McAndrew, Bell, & Garcia, 2007) found that their participants 

preferred gossip that concerned individuals of the same gender and age group as 

themselves, as measured both by their interest in real tabloid stories about 

celebrities, and their interest inðand self-reported likelihood of disseminatingð

hypothetical vignettes about various categories of people (relatives, friends, 

strangers, etc.). They interpreted these results in terms of peopleôs desire for status 

enhancement relative to same-sex peer group members who typically serve as allies 

or competitors (or both). Privileged information about peers, in the form of gossip, 

can be used either to undermine the status of rivals, or to improve oneôs own 

reputation by proxy. Hence, participants in McAndrew and Milenkovicôs (2002) 

study were more interested in transmitting negative information about high-status 

individuals, but positive information about friends, whose transgressions might 

reflect badly on the self. In a follow-up study, McAndrew and his colleagues (2007) 

found that both sexes were also selective in the people to whom they would 

potentially transmit gossip, with men being particularly wary of revealing 

information to anyone except romantic partners. This suggested to them that 

privileged information might be important in the sexual selection of males.  

 McAndrew and his team also looked at the content of gossip, finding interesting 

patterns in the sorts of gossip that people were interested in depending on the status 
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of the relationship between the respondent and the gossip target. For instance, their 

undergraduate participants generally said they were more interested in gossip about 

friends than relatives, but found their relatives more interesting when the topic of the 

gossip was a large inheritance or a fatal illness (McAndrew et al., 2007). As 

mentioned, in their first experiment McAndrew and Milenkovic (2002) used 

celebrity gossip stories from tabloid newspapers, and found some support for their 

hypothesis (inspired by Barkow, 1992) that celebrities are treated as high-status, 

ñparasocialò acquaintances. That is, people imagine that they actually know 

celebrities, and do not draw much of a distinction between gossip about celebrities 

and gossip about their actual (high-status) friends and acquaintances.
8
 Certainly, 

negative gossip about celebrities is particularly prized, just as McAndrew and 

Milenkovic (2002) found to be the case for high-status real-life acquaintances. But 

even very mundane information about celebrities can be valuableðas the popularity 

of ñcelebrity lifestyleò magazines like Hello continues to demonstrateðin line with 

the idea that it is culturally adaptive for humans to indiscriminately copy the 

behaviour of high-status role models (see Henrich & Gil-White, 2001).  

 In contrast, non-celebrities have to do something sensational to get into the 

newspapers. Ben-Zeôev (1994) formulated this idea quite neatly: 

Whereas we are usually interested in the ordinary, everyday activities 

of famous people, we are characteristically interested in the 

nonordinary activities of ordinary people. Moreover, the more remote 

an ordinary person is from us, the more unusual their activity must be 

in order to be of interest to us. (p. 17) 

An interest in the unusual activities of strangers also lends itself to evolutionary 

interpretation. Davis and McLeod (2003) found that the content of most sensational 

                                                

 
8 See de Backer, Nelissen, Vyncke, Braeckman, and McAndrew (2007), and Piazza, Ingram, and 
Barkow (2009), for further developments of this idea. 
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news stories, across various countries and historical periods, corresponded to major 

preoccupations of evolutionary psychology (such as cheater detection, altruism, and 

the treatment of offspring). While Davis and McLeodôs conception of the sorts of 

themes that natural selection might have designed us to be sensitive to is quite broad, 

their research is yet another indication that humans are equipped by evolution with 

cognitive mechanisms for handling strategic social information about other group 

members. 

 Given that humans are designed to live in a world filled with gossip, an 

important question to ask is how exposure to gossip affects behaviour. Two recent 

experimental studies have substantiated the simulation studies of Enquist and Leimar 

(1993), which originally suggested that gossip could help to support systems of 

cooperation among mobile organisms. Sommerfeld, Krambeck, Semmann, and 

Milinski (2007) conducted indirect reciprocity games in which participants were 

asked to write short assessments of other players based on their allocation decisions, 

in addition to choosing whether to donate money to other players themselves. In later 

rounds, this gossip was given to other players before they made their own decisions. 

It was found that for almost half of participants, gossip about an individual had a 

decisive effect in determining whether or not that individual was given any money, 

even in cases where the donor already had direct access to the recipientôs past 

behaviour. The discussion of this striking result is worth quoting in full: 

This finding suggests that humans are used to basing their decisions 

on gossip, rumors, or other spoken information. Such a strategy could 

be successful in an environment where ample gossip/information 

focusing on friends or other people known to the individual is 

available and where direct observation is potentially less common 

than indirect information about others. In such a world, individuals 

gather a lot of information indirectly by gossip from different sources. 

The resulting picture of any person with whom the individual is in 

social contact would be much more refined than the picture based on 
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the small amount of direct observation of these people. (Sommerfeld 

et al., 2007, p. 17438) 

If this interpretation is correct, then an individual should be sensitive not only to 

direct observation of antisocial behaviour, but also to whether such observations are 

likely to be passed on to others who are linked to the individual by social ties. This 

was exactly what was found by Piazza and Bering (2008) using an anonymous 

dictator game: participants donated significantly more money when told that the 

recipient would disclose the value of the donation to a confederate to whom the 

donor had just given identifying information, compared to when a confederate had 

not been given the identifying information. Awareness of the effect of gossip on 

reputation thus seems to be a determining factor in peopleôs generosity towards 

strangers, and perhaps, extrapolating from this, in their moral behaviour more 

generally. 

 The empirical studies discussed in this section present a very complex picture of 

the human competence for producing and understanding gossip. This is fitting, given 

that gossip itself is such a complex and nuanced form of communication. The 

briefness of my discussion does not really do justice to the complexity of the studiesô 

findings; but nevertheless, for the purposes of my thesis, four main conclusions can 

be drawn. Firstly, gossipðbroadly definedðis not overwhelmingly negative, despite 

the stereotype (see articles in Goodman & Ben-Zeôev, 1994); but negative gossip 

may predominate in certain situations, and especially in competitive situations. 

Secondly, humans are adept at assessing the reliability of gossip, which suggests that 

the accuracy of the information conveyed by gossip is important to those who 

receive it. Thirdly, gossip about high-status individuals seems to be particularly 

prevalent. Finallyðin apparent confirmation of the links between gossip, indirect 
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reciprocity and altruistic punishment that were postulated in Section 2.1.1ðgossip 

about individuals tends to influence how the gossip recipients behave towards them, 

while the threat of being gossiped about also influences how gossip targets behave.  

 Much of this literature contributed to my research design, especially for the 

behavioural ecological study of childrenôs peer reporting set out in Chapter 3: as I 

describe in more detail in Section 3.1, it helped me to frame predictions regarding 

the frequency, negativity, reliability, content and social context of this form of 

communication. The effects of third-party reporting on childrenôs behaviour are not 

a part of my current research program, but would make a rewarding topic for 

experimental study in the future. 

2.1.4 The Anthropology of Gossip 

It would be an enormous task, far beyond the scope of this thesis, to catalogue all the 

ethnographies that incorporate some discussion of the concept of gossip (at least in 

passing). Early ethnographies that contain very extensive discussion of the role of 

gossip or rumour in a particular social groupðand that were cited by Gluckman 

(1963) in his influential functionalist analysis of gossipðinclude those by 

Herskovits (Herskovits & Herskovits, 1964; Herskovits, 1975) on peasants in 

Trinidad and Haiti, respectively; Kluckhohn (1974) on the Navajo Indians; West 

(1945) on rural life in Midwestern America; Colson (1953), who studied the Makah 

Indians of the Pacific Northwest; and Frankenberg (1957), who conducted research 

in a Welsh industrial village. Since 1963, selected book-length ethnographies which 

contain noteworthy treatments of gossip include those by Campbell (1964), on 

Sarakatsani shepherds in Greece; Haviland (1977b), on the Tzotzil Indian 

community of Zinacantán in Mexico; Boehm (1987), who analyzed blood feuds in 
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Montenegro; Gilmore (1987), on small-town life in Andalusia; Acheson (1988), on 

lobster-fishing communities in Maine; Ellickson (1991), who studied informal 

systems of social control among cattle-ranchers in California; Brison (1992) on 

gossip and village politics in Papua New Guinea; Mintz (1997), who analyzed the 

role of gossip in carnival traditions in Cádiz, Spain; and White (2000), on rumours of 

supernatural assault by white colonials on black Africans.
9
 While this list is clearly 

not enough to demonstrate that gossip is a human universal (especially since many of 

the aforementioned ethnographies happen to have been set in a European or North 

American context), it does show that gossip takes place in an impressive range of 

social settings, and has been considered an important phenomenon by many 

anthropologists. Indeed, anthropology has sometimes been derided as the ñscience of 

gossipò (W. G. McFarlane, pers. comm.).
10

 While I think this is completely unfair as 

an assessment of anthropologyôs contribution to the study of humanityðespecially 

since it overlooks the real importance of gossip in the maintenance of social orderð

it does reflect the methodological fact that ethnographers have often relied on gossip 

in composing their portraits of everyday life in various communities (cf. Bergmann, 

1987/1993, pp. 9ï17, for a rather more measured assessment of this process). 

 Anthropologists themselves have been quite aware of their reliance on gossip. 

This awareness has led to theoretical musings on the nature and function of gossip, 

which reached their peak in the 1960s and 1970s, when many articles were published 

on the subject (Abrahams, 1970; Bleek, 1976; Cox, 1970; Epstein, 1969; Faris, 

                                                

 
9
 Foxôs (2005) treatment of gossip in her book on the unspoken rules of (upper middle-class) English 

behaviour is very popular in style, and rather tongue-in-cheek in tone, but also well worth reading. 

10 Note however that the only reference to this phrase in print, that I could find, claimed that it had 
been applied to sociology (Hollis, 1980, p. 243). 
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1966; Gluckman, 1963; Handelman, 1973; Hannerz, 1967; Paine, 1967; Szwed, 

1966; P. J. Wilson, 1974).
11

 The spark for this theoretical interest was a well-known 

debate between Max Gluckman (1963, 1968) and his former student, Robert Paine 

(1967, 1968). In an article that was very influential, even though it was quite light-

hearted in tone, Gluckman articulated a classic functionalist position, asserting that 

gossip has an important role in maintaining group cohesion: 

Clearly [gossip and scandal] maintain the unity, morals and values of 

social groups. Beyond this, they enable these groups to control the 

competing cliques and aspiring individuals of which all groups are 

composed. And finally, they make possible the selection of leaders 

without embarrassment. (1963, p. 308) 

Thus the group-serving functions of gossip, according to Gluckman, are threefold. 

First, gossip helps to uphold social norms: partly because the fear of negative gossip 

may deter individuals from violating norms, and also because evaluative talk about 

norms helps to reinforce individualsô sense that they are part of a social group who 

share these norms. Here Gluckman anticipated recent interest in the role of gossip in 

punishing norm violators (see Section 2.1.1 above), although he saw negative gossip 

more as a punishment in itself than as a mediator of more concrete forms of 

punishment. Second, gossip is a kind of covert aggression, fought out behind the 

scenes, ñso that many villagers, who are actually at loggerheads, can outwardly 

maintain the show of harmony and friendshipò (Gluckman, 1963, p. 312). The 

importance of this point will be clarified later in this thesis (Section 2.2.1), when I 

review the developmental literature on the use of gossip for indirect, relational and 

social aggression. A third point, which has not so often been directly picked up on by 

other writers, is that gossip can help with the process of selecting a leader, because it 

                                                

 
11 These articles and others, as well as several of the ethnographies mentioned above, were very 
usefully summarized by McFarlane (1978).  
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ñenables a group to evaluate people for their work, their qualities of leadership, and 

their moral character, without ever confronting them to their faces with failures in 

any sphereò (Gluckman, 1963, p. 313). A separate but related point was made by 

Suls (1977), who argued that explicit comparison with those higher in status could 

be embarrassing for those who made the comparison, and therefore that such 

comparison was more likely to be done indirectly, via gossip.
12

  

 In his critique of Gluckmanôs article, Paine (1967) took issue mainly with the 

second of these putative functions of gossip: the use of gossip as concealed 

aggression. He claimed that Gluckmanôs argument contained a contradiction: ñOn 

the one hand, gossip is recognized as promoting unity in the sense of impressing the 

fact of common membership; on the other, it is supposed that gossip can destroy the 

unity which is, anyway, now referred to as óthe pretence of group amityôò (Paine, 

1967, pp. 279ï280; compare ñthe show of harmony and friendshipò in the second 

quotation from Gluckman above). According to Paine, gossip is better seen as a 

competitive activity practised for the benefit of individuals rather than groups:  

It is the individual and not the community that gossips. What he 

gossips about are his own and othersô aspirations, and only indirectly 

the values of the community. (1967, pp. 280ï281) 

However, Gluckmanôs (1968) reply did a good job of rebutting this criticism. The 

key point he made was that gossip is a form of indirect aggression (as in the 

developmental literature reviewed in the next section). It does therefore make sense 

to suppose that the expression of aggressive impulses between individuals can help 

to hold a society together, because these aggressive impulses are not expressed 

                                                

 
12 There are also resonances here with the work of Wert and Salovey (2004) on the ñsocial 

comparisonò motive for gossip, and with McAndrew and his collaboratorsô investigation of peopleôs 

propensity to gossip about celebrities and other high-status individuals (reviewed in the previous 
section). 
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openly, but are restrained and controlled within the rule-bound cultural activity of 

gossip: ñSince gossip is a social as well as an individual phenomenon, it has built-in 

restraints and sanctionsò (Gluckman, 1968, p. 31, emphasis in original). Even the 

pretence of amity may have real effects. ñThe pretence of amity is important, even if 

people are at loggerheads: for the pretence keeps a group functioning on occasions as 

a group with an internal order and some shared allegiance to goals and valuesò 

(ibid.). Gossip may be aggressive behaviour that serves the interests of individuals; 

but the rules by which that behaviour is governed, and which prescribe its 

indirectness, are cultural rules that are imposed by the group as a whole, and that 

serve the groupôs collective interests. 

 The debate between Gluckman and Paine left its mark on subsequent 

anthropological treatments of gossip, which often attempted to present gossip as both 

an individual and a collective activity. For instance, in an approach that had 

similarities to Baumeister et al.ôs (2004) analysis of gossip as ñcultural learning,ò 

John Beard Haviland (1977b) argued that gossip, among the Tzotzil-speaking 

Indians of Zinacantán in Mexico, often focused on normative rules, helping to 

reinforce in the gossipersô minds the consequences of breaking these rules. In a topic 

frequency analysis, he found that gossip was dominated by subjects such as drunken 

(mis)behaviour, extraordinary wealth or poverty,
13

 fallings-out between kinsfolk, 

judicial punishment, divorce, and illicit sexual relations. Thus his work seems to 

support the idea that gossip is concerned with the reinforcement of group norms; but 

Haviland also emphasised (especially in a separate article, 1977a) that gossip may be 

instrumental in furthering individual or factional ends. He acknowledged that this 

                                                

 
13 Relative wealth is very much a normative matter in small-scale societies, which typically have a 
strong norm of equality. 
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competitive gossip is a form of aggression: ñBad words are like physical blows: they 

violate personal space, and their heated exchange leads to colder but harder legal and 

social repercussionsðtearing apart kin, friends, and neighborsò (Haviland, 1977a, p. 

187). A more extended analysis of gossip as ñcovert aggressionò was produced by 

David Gilmore (1987, ch. 4) in a study of small-town life in southern Spain. Gilmore 

argued that anthropologists had tended to over-emphasize the social effects of 

gossip, rather than the emotions and motivations of the individuals concernedðas if 

they were afraid to admit that malicious gossip sometimes takes place out of sheer 

spite (cf. Stewart & Strathern, 2004, pp. 200ï201).  

 Like Gluckman (1963), Gilmore (1987) drew an interesting parallel between 

gossip and witchcraft: ñThe subject of the spiteful talk is like the victim of 

witchcraft: he or she sickens and suffers through a magical covert aggressionò (p. 

68). In a ground-breaking book, Pamela Stewart and Andrew Strathern (2004) 

systematically explored the oft-noted (but little-analyzed) connections between 

witchcraft, sorcery, gossip, and rumour. At one level, ñrumors and gossip play an 

important part in the overall processes that lead to witchcraft accusationsò (Stewart 

& Strathern, 2004, p. 194). In societies where witchcraft is seen as a realðand 

dangerously counter-normativeðbehaviour, the activities of witches may form a 

frequent topic of gossip (as was demonstrated by the quantitative sampling of 

Haviland, 1977b). Witchcraft accusations, like negative gossip in general, may be 

motivated either by a genuine fear of the accused or distaste for their behaviour, or 

by a strategic attempt to damage their reputationðwhether out of envy, spite or 

ambition. Any or all of these motives may co-exist, of course.  

 At another level, however, gossip itself can act in an oddly similar way to the 

ways in which witchcraft and sorcery are imagined to act, due to the ability of the 
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gossip author to strike anonymously and from a distance: ñThe anonymity of the 

writer [of an unsigned letter in a professional context, containing accusations of 

wrongdoing against a colleague] gives the person the character of a sorcerer, whose 

harmful actions are openly seen but who hides from taking responsibility for themò 

(Stewart & Strathern, 2004, p. 56). Moreover, negative gossip increases (and 

witchcraft is believed to increase) in social and historical contexts that are 

characterized by high degrees of tension and ambiguity. It is tempting to speculate 

that the fear of witchcraft and sorceryðso widespread in agrarian societies at a 

certain level of political integrationðis an image of the fear of malicious, 

anonymous gossip, refracted through the lens of belief in supernatural agents. 

Stewart and Strathern themselves did not push their argument quite so far, but they 

did conclude their book with an analysis of gossip as a highly ambiguous behaviour, 

oriented either towards a pole of social integration or a pole of ñhostility and 

disruptionò. This ambiguity is increased when the poles are ideologically merged, as 

in the activities of African ñwitch-finders,ò who preach social integration while 

providing an outlet for their own and othersô ambition and aggression: 

Rumor and gossip both flourish in ambiguous social contexts and 

contribute further to such ambiguity, serving both selfish and 

collective interests. Through rumor, as through other forms of social 

communication, conflict and cohesion coexist, fueling the constant 

principle of struggle in life. (Stewart & Strathern, 2004, p. 202) 

 This brief summary of the extensive anthropological literature on gossip leads to 

several conclusions that are relevant to my thesis. Firstly, gossip has been 

investigated in a wide range of human societies. There are no well-known counter-

examples of societies where gossip is almost absent, so it seems reasonable to 

conclude that indulging in informal conversations about the activities of absent 

group members is probably a human universal. Secondly, gossip has a highly 
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ambivalent moral value, being associated on the one hand with the promotion of 

group solidarity, but on the other with the exercise of individual aggressive impulses. 

While gossip is clearly a ubiquitous behaviour, it is also feared and despised in many 

societies, and associated with low-status sub-groups (especially women). Thirdly, 

anthropologists have tended to focus on the ñdark sideò of gossipðon its role as an 

instrument of covert aggression and social competition, rather than its more innocent 

role of simply spreading information about who is doing what with whom.  

 There are a number of interesting points of contact between the anthropology of 

gossip and the work discussed earlier in the literature review. I showed in Section 

2.1.2 above that English-speaking psychologists and philosophers have tended to 

conceptualize gossip activity as a morally dubious and potentially damaging activity 

(Ben-Zeôev, 1994). Since similar concerns have been reported from non-English-

speaking societies, it seems that they are categorically associated with the behaviour 

of speaking informally about the activities of absent othersði.e., they are not just an 

arbitrary semantic property of the English word gossip. The encapsulation of this 

ambivalence in the Gluckman-Paine debate, in terms of the differences between the 

group-serving and self-serving functions of gossip, has been theoretically productive. 

D. S. Wilson and colleagues (2000) referred to this debate when arguing that self-

serving gossip is socially derogated, for evolutionary reasons, whereas group-serving 

gossip is tolerated or even encouraged. This leads to the important question of how 

people learn to distinguish between self-serving and group-serving gossip from 

others, and how they learn to inhibit the (presumed) tendency to propagate self-

serving gossip themselves. In answering this question, a developmental perspective 

comes into its own. 
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2.2 Childrenôs Talk about Third-Party Behaviour 

I agree with Bjorklund and Pellegrini (2000, 2002) that a developmental perspective 

is vital for a better understanding of the evolved psychology of a slow-developing 

species such as humans. Their approach was inspired by the growing influence of 

developmental systems theory on evolutionary biology: according to this theory, 

developmental biases place important constraints on the evolution of complexity and 

diversity in all organisms (Brakefield, 2006; Lickliter & Honeycutt, 2003). A 

consideration of whether particular psychological dispositions or biases are 

ontogenetic adaptations (i.e., have adaptive value for an individual at that point in 

their lifespan), or deferred adaptations (i.e., serve as preparations for behaviour that 

will have adaptive value later in the lifespan) can lead to different interpretations of 

childrenôs and adultsô behaviour, and generate productive hypotheses (see also 

Hernández Blasi & Bjorklund, 2003). Here, I make the preliminary hypothesis that 

tattling in children is a deferred adaptation that prepares children for the role of 

gossip in deterring norm violations in adult life. 

 Furthermore, evolutionary theory can contribute to developmental psychology by 

providing a ñmeta-theoryò of child development, connecting different areas of 

research that have tended to be analyzed within isolated traditions.  (Bjorklund & 

Pellegrini, 2000, p. 1703). In this way, an evolutionary study of childrenôs 

behavioural reporting might help to integrate work on language development with 

work on social cognition, moral psychology and theory of mind (see Section 2.3).  

2.2.1 The Development of Gossip in Children 

Unfortunately, the development of childrenôs talk about peersô behaviour is not easy 

to trace, especially at younger ages. There is a considerable literature on gossip 
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among adolescents (e.g., Bamberg, 2004; Cameron, 1997; Eder & Enke, 1991; Fine, 

1986), which has emphasized the prevalence of evaluative talk about peers at this 

pivotal developmental stage. Similar patterns of evaluative talk are common among 

pre-adolescents (Fine, 1977, 1987; M. H. Goodwin, 1990, 2005; Kuttler, Parker, & 

La Greca, 2002). Evaluative talk by peers is likely to be important in the formation 

of individual reputations and identities as children move closer to adulthood (see 

Krebs, 2005). 

 Several groups of researchers have considered evaluative talk in these age groups 

in terms of the theoretical constructs of indirect, relational and social aggression. In 

a review, Archer and Coyne (2005) argued that these three constructs tap into 

essentially the same sort of social behaviour: all three involve using other members 

of the group to ñget atò the target of the aggression and cause them psychological 

harm. For example, Crick and Grotpeter (1995, p. 711) defined indirect aggression 

as ñharming others through purposeful manipulation and damage of their peer 

relationshipsò (p. 711). Similarly, social aggression describes ñthe manipulation of 

group acceptance through alienation, ostracism, or character defamationò (Cairns, 

Cairns, Neckerman, Ferguson, & Gariépy, 1989, p. 323, quoted by Archer & Coyne, 

2005, p. 217). Since these sorts of aggression involve the manipulation of third-party 

relationshipsðgetting other people to do the perpetratorôs dirty work, in many 

casesðthey naturally tend to be covert, representing ñan alternative aggressive 

strategy used for individual or situational reasons when the costs of direct 

confrontation are highò (Archer & Coyne, 2005, p. 213). According to Lagerspetz, 

Björkqvist, and Peltonen (1988), who systematized the study of indirect aggression 

in children, ñone feature of indirect aggression is that the aggressor may remain 

unidentified, thereby avoiding both counterattack from the target and disapproval by 
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othersò (p. 404). There are commonalities between this kind of aggression and the 

sort of indirect retaliation that is involved in altruistic punishment as mediated by 

linguistic reporting, as discussed in Section 2.1.1 above (see especially Boehm, 

1999). 

 Indirect aggression and related activities are common in middle childhood, pre-

adolescence, and early adolescence. By this point children have developed the social 

intelligence required to use such a strategy effectively, but the formation of their 

reputations is still at an early stage, and therefore they have much to gain by 

manipulating othersô reputations and much to lose by direct confrontation. For these 

age groups, gossip is one of the items most frequently used when determining the 

frequency of indirect aggression (and related constructs).  

 However, few observers of any theoretical persuasion have recorded gossip 

among children younger than 9 years of age. Fine (1977) claimed that children as 

young as 3 can gossip, but admitted that early forms of talk about peers are rarely 

covert: ñOne salient difference between the social structure of adult gossip and that 

of children is that adult gossip is virtually always about non-present others, whereas 

children often gossip in front of the targetò (p. 183; cf. M. E. Smith, 1932, for an 

early study of young childrenôs overt criticism of others). Yet as I showed in my 

section on defining gossip and tattling, the absence of the gossip target is crucial to 

most (even broad) definitions of gossip. Furthermore, although Fine (1987) 

published very useful research on preadolescent gossip, the evidence provided for 

his assertion that preschool-age children can gossip rested solely on his own 

unpublished observations and a personal communication from a developmental 

psychologist, Elizabeth Nolan (cited by Fine, 1977, p. 181). It is possible to find 

other researchers who put a different spin on the matter: for example, Mettetal (1983, 
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p. 719) cited a personal communication from J. M. Gottman to the effect that gossip-

like discussions between preschoolers were not common. This may well reflect 

definitional differences: I suspect that Fine and Nolan may have been thinking of 

tattling (and similar verbal behaviour) as a form of gossip, whereas Mettetal and 

Gottman may not have been including it in that category. 

 Gwendolyn Mettetalôs own (1983) study was one of the few pieces of 

quantitative, naturalistic research on childrenôs gossip. After coding and analyzing 

the natural conversations of dyads of girls aged 6ï7, 11ï12, and 16ï17, she found 

that the frequency of gossip increased dramatically between the youngest and middle 

age groups, remaining at a similar level in the oldest group: ñIt seems that children 

begin to gossip some time between the ages of 7 and 11, and by late childhood about 

one-third of their conversation consists of gossipò (Mettetal, 1983, p.730). A similar 

longitudinal pattern, for younger age groups, was found by Engel and Li (2004), who 

asked three groups of childrenðaged 4, 7 and 10ðto tell stories about their friends 

in semi-structured interviews. The length, descriptiveness and evaluative content of 

the stories all increased significantly with age, implying that the younger childrenôs 

stories were far less informative than the older childrenôs. This supported Engel and 

Liôs naturalistic observation, from tape recordings of conversations in a daycare 

centre, that 4-year-old children very rarely tell stories about absent peers: ñIt was 

surprisingly difficult to catch the children gossipingò (2004, p. 160). Thus the lack of 

literature on young childrenôs gossip is probably because they just donôt engage in 

such a complex social activity.  

 Presumably because of the elusiveness of young childrenôs gossip, researchers on 

indirect aggression and related constructs have not tended to look for examples of 

gossip when studying this age group. For example, in using teacher questionnaires to 
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study relational aggression in the preschool, Crick, Casas, and Mosher (1997) did not 

attempt to code for gossiping per se, but instead included items like ñTells others not 

to play with or be a childôs friendò and ñTries to get others to dislike a peer.ò Such 

behaviours might be motivated by similar sentiments to negative gossip, but they do 

not contain the informational content about othersô behaviour that is characteristic of 

both gossip and tattling. Since tattling is the reporting of a peerôs negative behaviour 

to an authority figure, such as a teacher or parent, often with the motivation of 

punishing the other child, it appears to be a classic example of indirect aggression. 

Unfortunately, tattling seems to have been ignored or overlooked by researchers in 

the fields of indirect, relational and social aggression, perhaps because it usually 

involves using an adult, rather than another member of the peer group, to punish a 

peer. 

2.2.2 Previous Studies of Tattling 

Tattling is defined by one dictionary
14

 as: ñTo tell tales; to communicate secrets; to 

be a talebearer; as, a tattling girl.ò Like most definitions of gossip, this definition 

carries connotations of triviality and possibly also of malicious intent. For the 

purposes of this thesis, however, I define tattling more broadly as the reporting by 

children of another childôs negative behaviour to a third party. This was how I 

operationalized tattling in the observational research described in Chapter 3. It also 

provides a counterpart in terms of childrenôs behaviour to the broad definition of 

gossip given on p. 7. Such a definition demarcates a very wide semantic field, of 

which tattling is just one patch. It ensures that very few false negatives are left out of 

                                                

 
14 Webster's Revised Unabridged Dictionary. Retrieved May 19, 2009, from 
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/tattle. 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/tattle
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the data; but it might also let in some false positives that others might not want to 

label as tattling. Moreover, the use of the phrase negative behaviour is deliberately 

vague. Other researchers (notably Friman et al., 2004) have preferred the term 

ñproscribed behaviour,ò but I have found that children often report behaviour which 

they do not like but which is not technically proscribed by an authority figure, and I 

do not wish to describe such reports as mistaken or misfiring tattling. For present 

purposes, the definition given above will suffice, because I am not so much 

interested in the precise referent of the ordinary-language term tattling, as in tattling 

as a prominent exemplar of a broad class of communication about other agentsô 

behaviour. 

 Although the word tattling is primarily associated with young childrenôs activity, 

the activity itselfðas broadly defined aboveðis not confined to children. An 

analogous activity, known by a variety of colloquial monikers such as ñsnitching,ò 

ñsquealing,ò or ñgrassing,ò is practised by criminal elements when they report crimes 

to the police (Rosenfeld, Jacobs, & Wright, 2003; Yates, 2006). Snitching is a highly 

derogated activity among the criminal fraternity, and those who practise it are 

subject to the most severe sanctions. Indeed, an entire social institution (the witness 

protection program) has evolved to protect snitches from the reprisals of those whom 

they report. Adult ñtattling,ò then, can be useful to society as a whole but damaging 

to the welfare of the individuals (and entire sub-groups) within a society who are the 

targets of tattling. This is also true in the case of corporate whistleblowers, who are 

often portrayed as heroes by the media, but hounded by their bosses for disclosing 

ñsensitiveò information about their shady dealings (Brewer & Selden, 1998). 

 However, the particular word tattling does have connotations of childish 

behaviour. As such, it is not surprising that it has traditionally been disapproved of 
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by educationalists, and seen as a practice that children needed to be educated away 

from doing (Williams, 1989). Although not infrequently mentioned, it has rarely 

been analyzed in depth, but more often simply listed as an example of undesirable 

behaviour (e.g., Hurlock & McDonald, 1934; McConnell, 1963). A more detailed 

early treatment was by M. E. Smith (1932), who noted that negative ñcriticismò of a 

third party by children was much more common than positive comments; and that 

unlike adults, children often made their criticisms within earshot of the targetða key 

difference between tattling and gossip. This suggests that children did not see 

anything counter-normative about the act of tattling, even in an era when tattling was 

likely to be frowned upon by adults.  

 In the last couple of decades, however, there seems to have been a change in 

teachersô attitudes towards tattling. Rather than seeing tattling as simply an 

ñannoying behaviorò (McConnell, 1963), to be discouraged at all times, many 

educators have realised that tattling is not always motivated by troublemaking or 

attention-seeking (though examples of this point of view can still be found, e.g., 

Payne, Mancil, & Landers, 2005). For example, Hewitt (n.d.) argued that tattling is 

often an attempt by children to clarify the moral rules of the classroom, and should 

therefore be responded to according to the specifics of the situation: 

Merely admonishing students not to ñtattleò is not the answer to the 

complex issue of reporting on the behavior of others. We must teach a 

problem solving process which enables individuals to: help protect 

themselves and others, discover the expectations in a changing and 

often confusing world; and teaches them how to handle their feelings 

and get their needs met in a healthy way. 

Likewise, in a book aimed at teachers and parents, called Telling Isnôt Tattling, 

Hammerseng (1995) tried to distinguish between the unwanted and unnecessary 

activity of tattling on trivial events, and the desirable and necessary activity of 
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reporting significant events that the parent or teacher hadnôt witnessed. Her advice 

was to act on reporting but not on trivial tattling, to help give children a sense of the 

transgressions that matter. A recent US Government pamphlet (Substance Abuse and 

Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2004) made a similar 

distinction between tattling and reporting, but based on motivational criteria: 

ñTattling involves trying to get someone in trouble; reporting, trying to get someone 

out of trouble.ò  

 SAMHSAôs focus on motivation may not be very helpful, however, since 

childrenôs motivations in tattling are rarely self-evident, and even the well-meaning 

reporting of trivial transgressions might get irritating if it was too frequent. Many 

educators focus instead on teaching young children conflict resolution and 

negotiation skills so that the children can deal with minor disputes themselvesðe.g., 

by telling another child exactly why they didnôt like a particular behaviourðrather 

than constantly running to the teacher. In a qualitative study, DeMasters and King 

(1994) claimed that this worked well in the kindergarten classroom that they studied, 

with a noticeable reduction in tattling, and increase in social harmony, as the school 

year went on. 

 Apart from M. E. Smithôs (1932) early and rather unsystematic study of 

childrenôs ñcriticism,ò no previous quantitative study has focused on tattling in a 

classroom setting, to my knowledge.
15

 The only modern quantitative research into 

tattling in any environment was by Hildy Ross and Irene den Bak-Lammers, who 

carried out a longitudinal study of tattling between Canadian sibling dyads aged 2 

                                                

 
15 When Nucci and Turiel (1978) observed the responses of preschool children to moral and 

conventional transgressions by peers in naturalistic settings, one of the categories of responses that 

they considered was that of verbal reports of transgressions to the teacher. This was not the focus of 
their study, however, but just one category of response. 
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and 4 (den Bak & Ross, 1996) and 4 and 6 (Ross & den Bak-Lammers, 1998).
16

 

Siblings were observed in their family homes and all their utterances recorded for 

later analysis. For all the age groups studied, tattling made up a large proportion of 

talk about the siblingôs behaviour. This proportion decreased with ageðalthough it 

also increased in absolute frequencyð ranging from 87.1% among the 2-year-olds, 

through 74.8% among the four-year-olds, to 56.4% among the 6-year-olds. One of 

the main aims of the behavioural ecological study reported in Chapter 3 was to find 

out whether the preponderance of tattling in young childrenôs communication about 

siblings would generalize to their communication about unrelated peers. 

 Tattling on peers is quite prevalent among children in elementary school settings, 

as Skinner, Cashwell and Skinner (2000) anecdotally attested for the 9- to 10-year-

old children with whom they studied (see also Skinner, Neddenriep, Robinson, 

Ervin, & Jones, 2002). Skinner and his colleagues had some success with their 

program to encourage ñtootlingò ï a term they coin for the reporting of prosocial 

behaviour, and thus an antonym for tattling ï by providing a collective reward for 

the class when they reached a target number of ñtootlesò (cf. Bowers, McGinnis, 

Ervin, & Friman, 1999; Morrison & Jones, 2007). Implicit in their account was the 

point that tattling, unlike tootling, does not have to be rewarded directly in order to 

take place. Its motivation is presumably (at least some of the time) a predisposition 

on the part of the tattler to seek justice for a perceived wrong. In some situations 

tattling may be motivated by processes of emotion regulation (Thompson, 1994). 

Cooney, Hutchison and Costigan (1996) postulated that toddlersô tattling is an 

                                                

 
16 The methodology for these studies was influenced by Judy Dunnôs extensive naturalistic studies of 

young childrenôs spontaneous justification and condemnation of everyday social behaviour, in family 
settings (reviewed by Dunn, 1988, 2006; see especially Dunn & Munn, 1987). 
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intermediate stage in emotion regulationðsupplanting direct physical aggression, 

but preceding more sophisticated forms of negotiation with peers that do not rely on 

adult intervention. 

 By adolescence, the reporting of misdemeanours to adult authority figures seems 

to become much less common. In an investigation of tattling among teenagers in a 

residential care program, Friman and his colleagues (2004) found that perceived 

rates of tattling correlated negatively with likeability and positively with social 

rejection. And long ago, Barnes (1904) found in an experimental study that most 

university students would refuse to report a peer for cheating if the penalty for 

cheating was severe (expulsion from the university). Tattling may thus become 

socially proscribed within the peer group during (or just before) adolescence, 

perhaps because adult authority figures come to be seen as out-group members rather 

than surrogate family members. It could also be that as children become more 

independent, relying on a third party to fight oneôs battles begins to be taken as a 

sign of weakness, the negative effects on oneôs reputation cancelling out any benefits 

of receiving external help (except in extreme circumstances). The resulting internal 

conflictðjuggling the contradictory demands of authority figures to report any 

transgressions that affect their authority, and of peers to stay mumðwas described, 

through the lens of Victorian literature, by Clark (1996), but does not seem to have 

received much (if any) attention from developmental or social psychologists. 

 From this brief survey of the existing literature on tattling, the following 

preliminary conclusions were drawn, and used to inform the research design. Firstly, 

tattling is a widespread activity among young children, but one that has been little 

studied in any contextðand that has never been systematically studied in the context 

of the preschool classroom. Secondly, tattling is a public activity: young children are 
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quite open about reporting other childrenôs behaviour, no matter what the 

consequences are for those on whom they report. Thirdly, tattling may involve the 

socialization of aggressive impulses, representing an intermediate stage between 

physical violence and negotiation when a child is confronted with unwelcome 

behaviour from a peer. Fourthly, as children grow older tattling becomes both less 

frequent and less overt: it seems to become socially proscribed (as is snitching 

among criminals), while the covert reporting of peersô activities to other peersð

gossipðbecomes more common..   

 The developmental literature on indirect aggressionðlike the ethnographic 

literature on covert aggressionðshows that gossip can be used as a weapon of social 

competition; but it also shows that this weapon is wielded in increasingly subtle 

ways as children grow older. Tattling is a good example of this developmental 

change, because overt tattling is very common in early childhood, still common 

(though not such an overwhelming part of social communication) through middle 

childhood, but much less common (and associated with marginalized individuals) by 

adolescence. Therefore, tattling appears to be a good case study for investigating 

how children learn that, when it comes to communication about othersô activities, the 

interests of the groupðin terms of maintaining sub-group solidarityðoften trump 

the interests of the individual.  

 Before presenting the results of my own studies of tattling, it is worth setting out 

the psychological competences that are necessary for any form of gossip or tattling 

to develop in children. Examining the development of these competences from an 

evolutionary perspective will help to give an idea of the evolutionary pressures that 

have shaped tattling and gossip. 
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2.3 Psychological Foundations of Behavioural Reporting 

In this section, I show that the reporting of peersô behaviour requires the integration 

of psychological competences across several cognitive domains. As Bjorklund and 

Pellegrini have argued, ñan evolutionary perspective provides a common ground for 

interpreting all aspects of human behaviourðsocial, emotional, cognitiveðand may 

serve to integrate the often disparate subfields of psychologyò (2000, p. 1703). This 

section will help to set peer reporting in its ontogenetic and phylogenetic context, as 

a verbal behaviour that builds on other cognitive mechanisms. The underlying theme 

is that certain features of childrenôs evolved psychology are likely to introduce 

biases into their verbal behaviour. By examining these competences and biases, I 

aim to generate novel predictions that can be tested against the results of the 

observational, experimental and cross-cultural studies of behavioural reporting that 

are described in the rest of my thesis.  

 The reporting of another individualôs behaviour to a third party imposes one 

obvious psycholinguistic requirement on the reporter: the ability to accurately 

identify, recall and narrate the behaviour of other individuals. In addition, if it is 

accepted that behavioural reporting, like gossip, tends to be inherently evaluative, 

then this imposes another requirement: the ability to discriminate between desirable 

and undesirable behaviour. In this ability we may find the beginnings of a childôs 

moral judgements. It is also worth considering what benefits a child receives from 

reporting behaviour to an audience. The audience is presumably conceived by the 

reporter as an intentional social agent who will respond favourably (from the point of 

view of the reporter) to the information that they are given. Thus there is a need for 

the child who tattles to have elements of a theory of mind. In the next three sections I 
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investigate how behavioural reporting implicates certain abilities in the areas of 

language, moral psychology and theory of mind. In my opinion, the study of 

childrenôs reporting of peersô behaviour can be used to shed light on the 

development, evolution and mutual interdependence of these abilities. 

2.3.1 Narrative Abilities and Egocentrism 

When considering the evolution and development of language, it is sometimes 

overlooked that language is not a monolithic entity.
17

 Rather, language is the label 

we give to a collection of cognitive/behavioural tools that are used for various 

pragmatic purposes (Wittgenstein, 1953/2001).
18

 One prominent class of linguistic 

techniques is narrativeðthe reporting of events that have happened in the past
19

. 

Narrative relies on an important property of language that is sometimes called 

ñdisplacementòðthe capacity of language to refer to entities or processes that are 

not present in the immediate perceptual scene (Crystal, 1997, following Hockett, 

1960; see also Chafe, 1994; Tomasello, 2003, p. 270). Most animal (and much 

human) communication is simply about drawing attention to entities or processes in 

the immediate perceptual sceneðor about influencing action more directly, as with 

imperatives. A very few forms of non-human communicationðmost notably the 

                                                

 
17 For example, a frequent criticism of Dunbarôs (2004b) account of language evolution is that it does 

not account for the multiplicity of language formsðand in particular, for the informational content of 

declarative forms of language (G. F. Miller, 2002). If language is simply verbal grooming, then why 

do we not just sit around grunting pleasantly at one another? Part of the answer may lie in the 

capacity of language to disseminate information about the activities of norm violators and the state of 

a social network, as discussed in section 2.1.1 above; but it must be admitted that Dunbar (2004b) did 

not devote much attention to this question, nor did he attempt to delineate any stages in the evolution 

of various forms of language. 

18 This point was made by Tomasello (2003, especially pp. 44ï45), in an account of language 

development that was partly inspired by Wittgenstein; see also Tomasello (2008) for a related account 

of the evolution of language. 

19 Indeed, ñreporting an eventò was listed by Wittgenstein as one of the multiplicity of language 
games (1953/2001, §23).  
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ñwaggle danceò of honeybees (von Frisch, 1966)ðmay achieve displacement in 

space. However, only humans have been known to report events that are displaced 

from the immediate situation in time: only humans create narratives. 

 The development of narrative abilities in children is therefore an important 

research topic, and one that has been well studied. At the most basic level, narratives 

depend on the ability of children to make declarative statements about the world. 

Bates, Camaioni, and Volterra (1975) argued that ñproto-declarativeò statements 

arise during the ñillocutionary phaseò of childrenôs linguistic development, in which 

words function much like pointing or other forms of gesticulating, to draw attention 

to something in the immediate perceptual scene that the child finds interesting or 

problematic (see also Bruner, 1975; Harding & Golinkoff, 1979). A proto-

declarative is essentially ña command for the listener to attend to or assume some 

piece of informationò (Bates et al., 1975, p. 208). As children reach the age of 2 to 

2.5 years, they start to talk about events displaced in time from the present (Hudson 

& Shapiro, 1991; Tomasello, 2003, pp. 270ï276), but it is only by age 3 that they 

start to use coherent narrative forms (Fivush, Haden, & Adam, 1995). With these 

developments, the child moves out of the illocutionary phase and begins to perform 

locutionary acts, in which the specific content of the spoken words is recognized by 

the speaker as important in reconstructing a perceptual scene in the mind of the 

audience. 

 Much of the research on the development of narrative skills has focused on the 

growth of childrenôs narratives during their interactions with parents (e.g., Fivush, 

1993; Peterson & McCabe, 1994, 2004; Oppenheim, Emde, & Warren, 1997; 

Wigglesworth & Stavans, 2001). When such everyday narratives have been recorded 

by naturalistic methods, their content has accordingly been very personal, and even 
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egocentric, in toneðthey mostly involve the recounting of familiar events from the 

childôs past that serve as part of the stock of ñfamily storiesò (Pratt & Fiese, 2004). 

Perhaps this is due to a more general egocentric bias (Krauss & Glucksberg, 1969; 

K. H. Rubin, 1973; Scarlett, Press, & Crockett, 1971): young children might tend to 

talk about their own everyday activities more than those of their peers, because their 

own activities are the ones they find intrinsically interesting, and they are unaware 

that their audience may not find them quite so fascinating (of course, parents 

probably do find their own childrenôs activities more interesting, thus providing 

reinforcement for this developmental system). 

 Whatever the reason, childrenôs narratives about peers have been comparatively 

little studied (with the exception of the study by Engel & Li, 2004, that was 

discussed in Section 2.2.1 above). My thesis can make a contribution to this 

literature, since reports of peersô misbehaviour typically take the form of narratives 

(or at least micro-narratives). Childrenôs tattling also seems to bridge the gap 

between illocutionary acts, performed to attract attention, and locutionary acts, 

performed to provide information. Most tattling refers to events that took place in the 

recent past, or even ongoing events that are still taking place in the immediate 

perceptual scene, but some tattling refers to events that are further back in time.  

 In summary, the reporting of peersô behaviour rests on a childôs early narrative 

skills. The order in which children acquire those skillsðat first talking 

egocentrically about events that are close at hand and affect the children themselves, 

and later generalizing to events that are farther back in time and affect othersð

influences the proportional contents of childrenôs reports. 
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2.3.2 Moral Judgements and Affective Reactions 

The reporting of othersô behaviour tends to be evaluative (see the literature reviewed 

on p. 14 above). As such, it requires some conception of right and wrong (or at least, 

good and bad) on the part of the reporter, which suggests some kind of moral 

judgement. It might be argued that primitive, egocentric incidences of childrenôs 

tattling do not require any kind of moral judgement to take place, but simply an 

evaluation of anotherôs behaviour as undesirableðas having negative consequences 

for the tattler. This raises the question, however, of why children who witness 

undesirable behaviour tend to verbally describe to their audience the event that has 

taken place, rather than simply voicing their displeasure, for example by bursting 

into tears. One possibility is that childrenôs egocentrism leads them to assume that 

their audience will automatically share their negative evaluation of a third partyôs 

action. I will return to this argument in the conclusion to my thesis, following in-

depth qualitative analysis of tattling episodes in Chapter 4. 

 There is another dimension to the links between moral judgement and 

behavioural reporting, which concerns the nature of moral rules. On the first page of 

The Moral Judgment of the Child, Jean Piaget (1932) argued that: ñAll morality 

consists in a system of rules, and the essence of all morality is to be sought for in the 

respect which the individual acquires for these rulesò (p. 1). Sometimes, children 

may report behaviour which doesnôt affect them negatively in any direct way, but 

which they perceive as negative because it violates a social norm. From an early age, 

children appear to be oriented towards obtaining punishment for such norm 

violations. This might appear to support Lawrence Kohlbergôs ideaðbuilding on 

Piagetôs workðthat the first stage of childrenôs moral development is based around 
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authority and punishment: actions are seen as wrong if they are likely to be punished 

by an authority figure (Kohlberg, 1976, 1981).  

 However, I think Kohlbergôs approach minimizes the extent to which children 

have a natural propensity to internalize and enforce social rules. Punishment, or the 

threat of punishment, may not actually be needed to instil the idea that a certain 

action is wrong. An alternative hypothesis, put forward by Leda Cosmides and John 

Tooby, is that humans are innately sensitive to cultural norms and are hard-wired to 

detect norm violations, by means of a so-called ñcheater detectionò module 

(Cosmides, 1989; Cosmides & Tooby, 1992; cf. Cheng & Holyoak, 1985). Cosmides 

repeatedly found that adults performed better in reasoning about norm violations, in 

a modified version of the Wason selection task, than in either a standard version of 

the task or a version presented in terms of social (but non-normative) content.  

 A similar bias appears to be present from early childhoodðas might be expected, 

since children must acquire a large number of cultural norms in just a few years. In a 

series of experiments inspired by Cosmidesôs results, Paul Harris and Maria Núñez 

(1996) showed that 3ï4-year-old childrenôs deontic reasoning about actions that 

breach a permission rule is superior to their indicative reasoning about actions that 

breach a description rule. That is, participants in their experiments were better at 

identifying a picture where a child was ñdoing something naughtyò than a picture 

where a child was ñdoing something differentò (1996, Experiment 4; see also N¼¶ez 

& Harris, 1998; Harris, 2000, ch. 7). Moreover, such reasoning does not appear to be 

dependent on adult-enforced rules: three-year-old children spontaneously offer to 

swap toys with one another, suggesting that they possess the concept of a contractual 

exchange (Isaacs, 1933, cited by Harris, 2000, p. 154); and they also identify 

fictional children as naughty if they fail to follow through on their side of such a 



2.   Literature Review 

 

50 

 

bargain (Harris, Núñez, & Brett, 2001). Harris (2000) summed up this research 

program as follows: 

By the age of 2 or 3 years, children have acquired a generalized 

notion of an obligationðan action that has to be carried out, or 

carried out in a particular way. On this account, it is misleading to 

portray the young child as someone who thinks of each novel 

obligation as a new conceptual departure. Rather, any novel 

obligation is understood in the light of a well-organized, pre-existing 

concept of constraint. The constraints in question can be imposed by a 

variety of partiesðby adult prescription, by a peer agreement, by 

prudential considerations and even by physical laws. In all such cases, 

children articulate the constraint by talking about what someone has 

to or must do. (p.158, emphasis in original) 

On Harrisôs account, it seems that the concept of a constraint or rule may from a very 

early age be prior to the concept of punishment, for any given rule violation. And if 

young children are naturally sensitive to rule violations in an experimental context, 

the same cognitive bias may be reflected in their naturalistic verbal behaviour, 

through a propensity to tattle on what they perceive to be rule violations, rather than 

to discuss behaviourðeven unusual behaviourðthat is in accordance with the rules. 

 As Harris argued, children seem to be able to generalize about norm violations 

very easily. A similar point was demonstrated by Rakoczy, Warneken, and 

Tomasello (2008), who conducted experiments in which an experimenter 

demonstrated novel games (e.g., ñdaxingò), played by unfamiliar rules, to 2- and 3-

year-old children. When a puppet came along and broke these rules, the 3-year-olds 

made both ñnormative protestsò (e.g., ñThatôs not how you do it!ò) and ñimperative 

protestsò (e.g., ñDonôt do thatò). The 2-year-olds were apparently too young to make 

a significant number of normative protests; but even at such an early age, they were 

given to making imperative protests about the puppetôs behaviour.  

 Very young children seem to be sensitive, then, to any activity that is defined in a 

normative way, such as a rule-governed game. But the question remains of whether 
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they are likely to report any violations with equal weight, or whether they find some 

types of violations more serious than others. A similar question has been the focus of 

an important school of research in moral development, known as the 

moral/conventional tradition. The central ideas of this tradition were developedð

partly building on, and partly in opposition to the Kohlbergian traditionðby Elliot 

Turiel (1983, 2002) and co-workers including Larry Nucci (2001) and Judith 

Smetana (1981, 1988). Their experimental evidence suggested that many children 

have attitudes towards norm violations that fall into two basic clusters. Some 

violations, such as physically assaulting a classmate, are seen as more serious, 

universal, and independent of the pronouncements of authority figures. These are 

taken to be moral violations. Others, such as chewing gum in class, are seen as less 

serious, not generalizable to all cultures or situations, and revocable by someone in 

authority. These are taken to be conventional violations. A common feature shared 

by many of the former cluster (the moral violations) is that they seem to involve 

some sort of harm that is done to a victim. 

 Researchers in this area have typically found that children are able to make 

ñmoralò judgements of why an action is wrong, based on avoiding harm, before they 

make conventional judgements. This fits well with Kohlbergôs theory, in which the 

two pre-conventional stages of moral reasoning are believed to precede the two 

conventional stages. Also, older children are better able to distinguish between moral 

and conventional rules (Tisak & Turiel, 1988), and very young children tend to 

justify conventional rules in terms of punishment avoidance (Smetana, 1981; Yau & 

Smetana, 2003)ðas predicted if they have acquired only Kohlbergôs first stage of 

moral reasoning. As Krebs (2005) has argued, it might be of adaptive value for older 

children to gain an increasing sensitivity to conventional rules as they acquire more 
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freedom and responsibility, and begin to meet a wider range of people beyond their 

own immediate kin and peer groups. 

 In recent years, the moral/conventional tradition has been the subject of 

extensive criticism and debate (e.g., Haidt, 2001; Haidt, Koller, & Dias, 1993; 

Nichols, 2002; 2004; Sripada & Stich, 2005). One prominent criticism has been that 

Turiel and his colleagues used rather polarized examples of moral and conventional 

behaviourðsuch as stealing versus wearing pyjamas to schoolðignoring a wealth of 

ambiguous intermediate examples. However, this does not seem to invalidate the 

clustering of the traits of seriousness, generalizability, and authority dependence 

observed in the definition of a piece of behaviour as a moral violation, for a 

moral/conventional theorist might assert that the terms are being defined as 

prototypes or poles on a scale rather than as mutually exclusive categories.  

 A weaker part of moral/conventional theory is perhaps the claim that moral 

violations are uniquely associated with actions that are seen to cause harm. Jon Haidt 

(2001; Haidt et al., 1993) and Shaun Nichols (2002; 2004) have both suggested that 

other strong feelings apart from harmðnotably disgustðmay motivate moral or 

quasi-moral rules. Although Haidt (2001) has been very sceptical of the 

moral/conventional program, Nichols has been more sympathetic, arguing that the 

central cluster of findings are ñquite robustò (2004, p. 6) and provide powerful 

evidence for the emotional foundation of childrenôsðand ultimately adultsôðmoral 

judgements. According to Nicholsôs (2004) model: 

Core moral judgment implicates both an affective mechanism and an 

internally represented set of rules, a normative theory. The normative 

theory and the affective system are independent mechanisms, but they 

somehow conspire to produce the distinctive responses tapped by the 

moral/conventional task. Affective response infuses the harm norms 

with a special nonconventional status, and this status seems to be 
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shared by other Sentimental Rules, like norms prohibiting disgusting 

behaviour. (p. 29) 

 This model may be applied quite naturally to an activity like tattling. For since 

tattling involves the reporting of negative behaviour to a third party, it seems to 

require some sort of normative theory: an assumption that the audience will react 

against the behaviour about which they are informed, because it is wrong. However, 

in cases where there is a strong affective reaction to a transgressionðfor instance, 

when a moral violation has taken place, or indeed when the tattlers themselves have 

been victimizedðthere is an additional motivation for the transgression to be 

reported. An obvious prediction, then, is that moral violations should be more 

frequently reported (relative to their frequency of occurrence) than conventional 

violations. I will return to this prediction early in the next chapter.  

 For now, it is worth simply re-emphasizing the following points:  

1. Tattling seems to require some sort of normative theory. 

2. For judgements about certain actions, according to Nichols (2004), the 

normative theory always works in tandem with an affective response (at least 

in normal individuals).  

3.  Actions that violate the normative theory are more likely to be reported than 

actions that do not violate it, because of the need to be alert to the activities 

of social ñcheatersò (as discussed earlier in this section). 

2.3.3 Theory of Mind and Deception 

As discussed on p. 48, the reporting of behaviour to a third party seems to imply 

some awareness of the audienceôs likely attitudes to the information that they are 

given. This seems to implicate a theory of mind: some notion on the part of the 

reporter that the information they give to the audience will change the intentional 



2.   Literature Review 

 

54 

 

behaviour of the audience. There is a vast developmental literature on theory of 

mind, and it is difficult to do more than scratch the surface of it here (for concise 

reviews, see Flavell, 1999; Wellman, 2002). The term ñtheory of mind,ò in its 

developmental usage, was coined by Premack and Woodruff (1978), who used it to 

refer to chimpanzeesô ascription of intentions to human agents. However, research 

on theory of mind soon became strongly associated with the false belief task, which 

measures childrenôs ability to represent other agentsô beliefs where these do not 

accord with their own (Wimmer & Perner, 1983; see Wellman, Cross, & Watson, 

2001, for an extensive meta-analysis). This is clearly a more complex mental 

activity; and in recent years, there has been a growing consensus that the 

development of theory of mind in young children is a gradual process consisting of a 

series of stages, beginning with the ascription of goals and intentions and moving 

onto the ascription of higher-level constructs such as desires and then beliefs (see, 

e.g., Bloom & German, 2000; Bogdan, 2003; Tomasello, 1999).  

 At what stage of theory of mind development do children begin to tattle? It is 

probably not necessary for the tattler to possess a full-blown ñbelief/desireò theory of 

mind, which allows children to pass the false belief task, and which typically 

develops around the age of 3 to 4 (Wellman, 1990, 2002). This would be 

problematic, for tattling is known to be very common already among 2-year-olds 

(den Bak & Ross, 1996). Instead, it is probably sufficient for the tattler to be aware 

that seeing leads to knowingðand therefore that if an audience has not seen a 

transgression, they probably do not know about it, and may well change their 

behaviour if they are told about it. Children as young as 2 years have been shown to 

be aware of the link between seeing and knowing, since they are sensitive to an adult 

partnerôs knowledge state when indicating where the latter should look for a toy, 



2.   Literature Review 

 

55 

 

tending to provide information about the toyôs location only if the adult did not 

witness the toy being hidden (OôNeill, 1996). Children as young as 22 months are 

also aware of the related distinction between new information and information that is 

ñgivenò, or already known (OôNeill, 2005; OôNeill & Happ®, 2000). It is an 

interesting empirical question whether, in everyday social contexts such as tattling in 

preschool classrooms, children are also more likely to give more details about events 

that are news to their audience than about events that their audience has witnessed 

directly. 

 In comparison to the truthful reporting of othersô behaviour, one social practice 

that may require a more highly-developed theory of mind is deception. Opinion is 

divided on whether deception requires a concept of false beliefs. Some have claimed 

that deceptive behaviour is fully developed only by the time children are 4, since 

only then do they understand the effects of their deception on the beliefs of their 

audience (Sodian, 1991; Sodian, Taylor, Harris, & Perner, 1991). Others have argued 

that informal acts of social deception are frequently observed in the home and 

classroom from the age of 2ðand hence if deception is not observed in an 

experimental situation, that may be due to the constraints of the laboratory 

environment (Newton, Reddy, & Bull, 2000; Reddy, 2007). Indeed, deception in 3-

year-olds has been observed under several experimental paradigms (Chandler, Fritz, 

& Hala, 1989; Hala, Chandler, & Fritz, 1991; Lewis, Stanger, & Sullivan, 1989; 

Polak & Harris, 1999; Talwar & Lee, 2002, 2008; see reviews by Subbotsky, n.d.; 

Lee & Talwar, 2008). One possible explanation for the appearance of deception only 

in certain experimental contexts is that some experimental tasks impose more 

executive demands than others: Carlson, Moses, and Hix (1998) found that 3-year-

old children deceived more frequently in a task which required high inhibitory 
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control (deceptive pointing) than in a task which did not require such control (the use 

of misleading pictorial cues).
20

 Further, 3-year-oldsô frequent failure on false-belief 

tasks may also be due to the high levels of executive functioningðin terms of 

suppressing the true location of an objectðtypically demanded by these tasks 

(Carlson et al., 1998; Carlson & Moses, 2001).  

 Although deception has been systematically observed in everyday social 

situations (e.g., Newton et al., 2000), studies have tended to focus on parent/child 

interactions, which are likely to be dominated by games of pretence and by denials 

of personal wrongdoing on the part of the child (see Lewis et al., 1989; Polak & 

Harris, 1999; Talwar & Lee, 2002).
21

 Studies of deception in the context of 

childrenôs naturalistic peer interactions are harder to find. Indeed, I know of no 

systematic study of truthfulness and deception in the context of adult gossipða 

lacuna that presumably reflects the difficulty of ascertaining the truth value of 

everyday statements about other peopleôs activities. It thus seems worthwhile to 

examine the truthfulness and accuracy of childrenôs reporting of peersô behaviourð

properties that clearly feed into the reliability of tattling as an evolutionarily relevant 

system of communication about norm violations. Study of the everyday uses of 

truthfulness and deception in complex social contexts may also shed light on the 

development of different stages of theory of mind. 

*  *  *  

                                                

 
20

 See also Hala and Russell (2001). 

21 In this context, it is noteworthy that children were more likely to lie in defence of a parent if they 

themselves were unlikely to get the blame for a transgression that had occurred out of sight of the 
experimenter (Talwar, Lee, Bala, & Lindsay, 2004). 
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In this section, I have sketched out three psychological domains that are implicated 

in childrenôs reporting of othersô behaviour. In each case, I have argued that 

childrenôs evolved cognitive mechanisms may generate biases in the information that 

is communicated. Firstly, young childrenôs egocentrism may lead them to narrate 

events that had negative consequences for themselves, rather than for other 

individuals. Secondly, a general sensitivity to norm violations may cause tattling to 

make up a disproportionate part of reports about othersô behaviour; and a specific 

sensitivity to moral rather than conventional violations may cause reports of these 

transgressions to make up a disproportionate part of tattling. Thirdly, an immature 

theory of mind may mean that children find it difficult to tattle deceptively. The 

literature reviewed in this section fed into the research design for my behavioural 

ecological study of tattling: in particular, it helped to shape some of the predictions 

that are outlined in Section 3.1.  

2.4 The Social Context of Tattling 

Tattling does not occur in a social vacuum. It can only be understood properly if one 

considers its context in a childôs world. In this section, I outline a few important 

aspects of young childrenôs social environments that have been a consideration in 

this research. Firstly, I review the evidence that preschool children live in highly 

ordered dominance hierarchies. This is important if tattling is to be related to indirect 

aggression (see Section 2.2.1 above), since the function of dominance hierarchies, in 

all animal societies, is to regulate aggression. Secondly, I discuss how young 

children use language to achieve reconciliation with peers. This issue is worth 

examining because tattling can potentially lead to reconciliation through the 

intervention of a third party who is interested in both of the other partiesô welfare. 
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Thirdly, I review some basic gender differences in the social behaviour of preschool 

children, since children of this age spend much of their time in peer groups that tend 

to be quite segregated by sex. Finally, I look at cultural differences in young 

childrenôs social behaviour, which cannot be ignored in the study of any form of 

verbal communication, especially if this study is being used to support an 

evolutionary argument. 

2.4.1 Dominance Hierarchies in the Preschool 

While analyses of dominance in children at an individual level had been made since 

the 1920s (see Hawley, 1999, for some early references), in the 1970s it was realized 

that young children followed well-defined dominance hierarchies in their peer 

groups, a form of social organization which closely mirrors that found in non-human 

primates (McGrew, 1972; Sluckin & Smith, 1977; Strayer & Strayer, 1976). 

Dominance hierarchies in both humans and animals have often been viewed as 

functioning to reduce aggression in social groups, but this does not imply that they 

are adaptations designed by group selection: they could simply be epiphenomena 

arising from individualsô dyadic coordination based on knowledge of each othersô 

competitive abilities (Hawley, 1999).  

 Although the dominating behaviours of very young children resemble those of 

non-human primates, there is an interesting developmental shift in the kinds of 

behaviour associated with dominant individuals. Among toddlers, the most 

physically aggressive children tend to dominate their peers; but by age 6, direct 

physical aggression is more associated with peer rejection, and the most dominant 

childrenðoperationalized as those who are best at gaining access to desired 

resourcesðtend to use more prosocial strategies, such as persuasion, to get what 
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they want (Hawley, 1999; La Freniere & Charlesworth, 1983; Strayer & Trudel, 

1984). Four-year-old preschoolers tend to be placed at an intermediate stage in this 

process: direct aggression still works some of the time, for some individuals; but 

others have moved on to more indirect means of social control (Hawley, 1999). 

Accordingly, dominance rankings for preschool children have sometimes been 

calculated using indices of physical aggression (e.g., Sluckin & Smith, 1977; Strayer 

& Strayer, 1976), and at other times using influencing behaviours, such as telling 

another child what to do, that are more akin to leadership behaviours in adults (e.g., 

Barner-Barry, 1988; La Freniere & Charlesworth, 1983). Yet however they have 

operationalized dominating behaviour, most researchers in this area have 

emphasized that dominance is a relational construct, which can be investigated 

properly only by analyzing the total interaction on both sides of a dyad. For example, 

a child who is struck by a peer is classed as submissive to his assailant only if he 

does not retaliate (Strayer & Strayer, 1976); while a child who is told what to do by a 

peer is classed as submissive only if she does as she is told (Barner-Barry, 1988). 

 The development of childrenôs dominance behaviour from direct coercion to 

indirect influence dovetails neatly with the evolutionary approach of Henrich and 

Gil-White (2001), who distinguished between coercive dominance and freely-

conferred prestige, which is essentially an extension of dominance into the domain 

of symbolic thinking, and therefore a uniquely human social capacity. Prestige, as 

conceived by Henrich and Gil-White, is an agent of social learning and thus of 

cultural evolution, since prestigious individuals tend to be imitated by others and to 

draw their attention. Indeed, dominant individuals have been shown to garner 

disproportionate amounts of attention both among children (e.g., La Freniere & 

Charlesworth, 1983) and among primates in general (Chance, 1967). The association 
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between dominance/prestige and attention is an interesting one, since a behaviour 

like tattling seems aimed at attracting an audienceôs attention to a particular social 

problem.  

 As a complex social behaviour involving peers, tattling is likely to be profoundly 

modulated by dominance hierarchies. Tattling might be used by submissive children 

as a retaliatory aggressive strategy that does not involve direct aggression. 

Alternatively, tattling might be used by dominant children to seek attention from 

adults and peers. A specific hypothesis concerning the relationship between tattling 

and dominance was developed and tested in the behavioural ecological study 

reported in Chapter 3. Dominance hierarchies are thus a good example of how a 

sensitivity to social context can provide new insights in the study of childrenôs 

language development.  

2.4.2 Language and Reconciliation 

Childrenôs tattling is often triggered by episodes of conflict with peers. To 

investigate tattling therefore requires a familiarity with patterns of conflict and 

reconciliation among young children. By the time they reach preschool, childrenôs 

conflicts are already quite complex affairs, which may be initiated and terminated in 

many different ways (Killen & Turiel, 1991). Killen and Turiel compared groups of 

preschoolers in two social contexts: semi-structured peer groups in which adults did 

not intervene; and schooltime free play, in which adult intervention was more 

common. They found that even when adults did not intervene, children were often 

responsive to normative protests on the part of peers, and used simple reconciliation 

strategies to resolve conflicts by themselves. 
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 The use of reconciliation strategies by children is not surprising given our 

primate heritage. Individuals from a wide range of primate species have been 

observed to actively reconcile following conflicts with members of their own social 

group (e.g., Aureli, 1997; de Waal, 2000; de Waal & Roosmalen, 1979; Kappeler & 

van Schaik, 1992; Silk, 2002). De Waal (2000) has argued that far from contributing 

to the break-up of social groupsðas Lorenz (1963/1966) believedðcontrolled 

aggression is an important part of primate social life. It forms one of several options 

for resolving conflicts of interest, the others being avoidance of an adversary and 

sharing resources with an adversary (tolerance). Reconciliation is important when 

the two parties are familiar with each other and have a confluence of interest by 

virtue of living in the same group of mutually supporting individuals: in de Waalôs 

words, when ñaggressors and victims share a past and can be expected to share a 

futureò (2000, p. 586). Several studies have applied De Waalôs ideas about 

reconciliation, and his methodology of using matched-control samples to compare 

the social behaviour of post-conflict individuals with individuals in the same social 

group who had not been involved in conflict, to the study of childhood conflicts 

(e.g., Butovskaya & Kozintsev, 1999; Butovskaya, Boyko, Selverova, & Ermakova, 

2005; Verbeek & de Waal, 2001). The most relevant work for this thesis, however, 

has been a series of studies by Laura Horowitz, Tomas Ljungberg, and their 

collaborators (Horowitz, 2005; Horowitz, Jansson, Ljungberg, & Hedenbro, 2005; 

Ljungberg, Horowitz, Jansson, Westlund, & Clarke, 2005), who investigated the role 

of language among normally developing preschool children and among children with 

specific language impairment (SLI). They showed that children with SLI found it 

more difficult than their peers to use complex pragmatic tropesðapologies, jokes, 

compliments, and so onðas reconciliatory gestures after a conflict. Language-
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impaired children did not seem to engage in any more conflicts than unimpaired 

children, but they typically had more difficulty with reconciliation after the conflicts 

that they did engage in.   

 Tattling fits into this framework in that tattling can involve the achievement of 

reconciliation through the recruitment of a third party. Although this might not be 

the explicit aim of children who report peersô behaviour to adults, mediation and the 

promotion of reconciliation might be typical parts of the repertoire of adult responses 

to children who are seeking conflict resolution. In this respect, tattling differs from 

gossip, which normally takes place after the eventðand, if negative, is likely to be 

vengeful rather than aimed at resolving a current conflict. But like gossip, tattling 

involves the use of language to create a three-way bonding dynamic between 

individuals. As de Waal (2000) has pointed out, grooming is often used as part of the 

reconciliation process in non-human primates, but this is usually a two-party affair 

(though he does cite the example of a senior female chimpanzee who used grooming 

of two dominant males to help resolve their conflict). Since language, according to 

Dunbar (2004b), fulfils similar functions to tactile grooming but with much more 

potential for third-party involvement, language clearly allows third parties to get 

more involved in achieving the reconciliation of other group membersða 

reconciliation that is often likely to be in the third partyôs interests due to the 

strengthening of group cohesion. 

2.4.3 Gender Differences in Play and Aggression 

Although the current thesis is not primarily concerned with issues of gender, sex 

differences must always be kept in mind in developmental research, because children 

live in highly gendered worlds and tend to exhibit robust sex differences in various 
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kinds of social behaviour. For example, preschool-age boys tend to engage in more 

rough-and-tumble play than do girls of a similar age (Pellegrini, 1987, 2007; 

Pellegrini & Smith, 1998), and older boys engage in more physical aggression than 

girls. Girls, on the other hand, have been postulated to engage in more verbal and 

relational aggression (though this is controversial; see Archer & Coyne, 2005; 

Underwood, Galenand, & Paquette, 2001), and some studies have found that they 

engage in slightly more pretend play than boys (e.g., Jones & Glenn, 1991). It would 

be surprising if such differences were not reflected in differences in some way in 

childrenôs reports of peersô behaviour, either for example in reporting boys physical 

aggression absolutely more because it happens more often, or reporting girlsô 

physical aggression more because it is more unusual. Given the small sample sizes in 

all strands of the current research, it was not possible to answer such questions with 

any authority. However, potential gender effects are evaluated throughout the thesis, 

and possible reasons for them discussed. 

2.4.4 Cultural Differences in Social Development 

Although there are certain universals in human development (Brown, 1991)ðat a 

general level, all children must adapt to a society of adult individuals who are more 

powerful than themselves and more culturally knowledgeable, but who also care 

about their welfareðthere are also many differences in development across various 

cultural settings. Many authors (e.g., Nelson, 2007; Rogoff, 2003) have argued that 

an awareness of cultural differences, for example in infant care practices, must be at 

the centre of any consideration of childrenôs developing psychological functioning: 

ñHaving a flexible repertoire of behaviours would allow for differences, such as 

different attachment styles, that might be beneficial in some rearing environments 
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and not in othersò (Nelson, 2007, p. 64). These differences are likely to multiply as 

children grow older and their social behaviour and cognition become more 

sophisticated. In the specific domain of childrenôs narratives, Burger and Miller 

(1999) showed that there can be striking differences between the narratives of 

working-class and middle-class children, even from the same city.  

 Childrenôs play is another area relevant to the current research where profound 

cultural differences have been demonstrated. For example, Göncü, Jain and Tuermer 

(2007) analyzed differences between the play of low-income African-American, 

European-American and Turkish children and that of the middle-income European-

American children who dominate the developmental psychological literatureðas 

well as cultural differences between the three populations that they studied. For 

instance, Turkish children played less with adults than did American children, and 

did not enjoy access to an abundance of toys. Similarly, Gaskins, Haight and Lancy 

(2007) found that adults in Yucatec Mayan communities did not cultivate play in 

their children as much as did adults in Taiwanese or Euro-American communities.  

 In the present research I was careful to study children from a variety of schools, 

whose intake differed with respect to social class and cultural background. In 

Chapter 6 I also present the results of two database surveys which helped to put my 

research in cross-cultural perspective. Since humans are cultural animals and are 

adapted to living in cultural worlds, any wide-ranging evolutionary argument about 

human behaviour should include such a cultural dimension (see, e.g., Greenspan & 

Shanker, 2004; Nelson, 2007; Richerson & Boyd, 2005; Tomasello, 1999).  
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2.5 The Use of Mixed Methods in Social Research 

There is a striking methodological divide between qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies in the social sciences. Generally speaking, researchers on each side of 

the divide have viewed their own theories and methods as fundamentally 

incompatible with those deployed on the other side (in practice, if not in principle). 

The use of mixed methods has been advocated as a way of overcoming this 

methodological division (see articles in Brannen, 1992; Cook & Reichardt, 1979; 

Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). The dichotomy between qualitative and quantitative 

methods was nicely deconstructed by Hammersley (1992), who pointed out that 

qualitative insights not only contribute to the initial framing of experimental or other 

quantitative hypotheses, but frequently lead to their re-framing as problems are 

overcome and assumptions overturned in the course of quantitative research (see 

Fine & Elsbach, 2000, for a similar argument). Furthermore, Hammersley 

maintained, the ubiquitous use of language such as ñfrequently,ò ñtended to,ò 

ñhardly any,ò ñtypical,ò or ñin generalò by qualitative researchers means that they 

are implicitly making quantitative claims, albeit rather imprecise ones. The 

difference between quantitative and qualitative research may therefore be less a 

matter of kind and more a matter of degree, linked to the degrees of methodological 

standardization and metrical precision that are required by different research schools: 

ñwhat is involved is not a simple contrast between two opposed standpoints, but a 

range of positions sometimes located on more than one dimensionò (Hammersley, 

1992, p. 51).  

 It is not surprising, then, that many researchersðparticularly those who are 

collaborating across disciplines, or who work in areas such as educational research 
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that are characterized by a high degree of interdisciplinarityðhave advocated 

mixing methods as a way of breaking down the artificial divide between qualitative 

and quantitative paradigms. For example, Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) argued 

that mixed-methods research should be seen as a third methodological paradigm in 

its own right, which in certain contexts may be superior to the deployment of either 

qualitative or quantitative methods alone. 

 The use of multiple qualitative and quantitative methods in the current research 

context was suggested by the exploratory nature of the study. Given the potential 

theoretical importance of childrenôs reporting of peersô behaviour, combined with 

the lack of previous quantitative observations of this activity, this thesis was aimed 

at generating and beginning to test simple hypotheses about the general 

characteristics of young childrenôs social communication. The use of an 

experimental methodology is particularly well suited to hypothesis testing, but 

because it returns only a narrow set of data it is not well suited to exploratory 

research. Participant observation is ideal for exploratory research, but because it is 

necessarily rather unsystematic, achieving a well-balanced characterization of the 

properties of tattling also required some quantitative research in order to ensure that 

the results of participant observation were not overly distorted by observer bias. 

 Quantitative sampling methods (drawn from behavioural ecology) were therefore 

used in order to characterize as many properties of the behaviour as possible and to 

test certain simple, descriptive (rather than causal or comparative) hypotheses arising 

from theoretical considerations (see Chapter 3); while remaining open, via 

participant observation, to diverse interpretations of the meaning of tattling within 

the social context of the preschool (see Chapter 4). The preliminary results from the 

observational study were used to create designs for experiments with children of a 



2.   Literature Review 

 

67 

 

similar age range (see Chapter 5), which were aimed at investigating causal 

mechanisms underlying features of childrenôs behavioural reporting that were 

identified as being important in the course of the observational study. Finally, the 

descriptive results of the quantitative sampling themselves led to the generation of 

novel hypotheses to be tested by experimental or cross-cultural research in the future 

(see Chapter 6 for an early foray into cross-cultural research, in the form of database 

surveys).   

 Accordingly, the order in which I introduced these methodologies into the 

research programme was (a) participant observation as a classroom assistant, to 

generate hypotheses; followed by (b) quantitative sampling, to generate and test 

hypotheses; followed in turn by (c) experimentation, to test hypotheses, and (d) 

database surveys, to test whether the results generalized across cultural settings. 

Although this was the order in which these techniques were introduced, there was 

some overlap between them in terms of the periods over which they were carried out. 

In particular, participant observation was carried out over the whole period of 

quantitative sampling, in order to gain exposure to childrenôs behaviour over as long 

a time period as possible. 



 

68 

3. THE BEHAVIOURAL ECOLOGY OF PEER 

REPORTING IN PRESCHOOL SETTINGS 

While working as a participant observer and classroom assistant in two local 

preschools, with children aged 3 to 4, I also used behavioural ecological methods to 

carry out quantitative sampling of various aspects of the childrenôs social 

behaviour.
22

 These quantitative results are presented before the qualitative results 

from the participant observation component, which I describe in Chapter 4, ñThe 

Social Context and Motivation of Preschool Childrenôs Tattling.ò Although 

participant observation was begun before the quantitative samplingðin order to gain 

understanding of the context of childrenôs behaviour and to work out how to 

structure data collection around their daily routineðit is preferable for expositional 

purposes to report the results of the participant observation after the quantitative 

results. This is because I used quantitative methods to investigate the gross 

descriptive properties of childrenôs tattling and test hypotheses arising from the 

literature review, while using qualitative methods to examine more subtle, 

motivational and contextual issues. The qualitative data will therefore be used to 

interpret the meaning of the quantitative results, and also to problematize them to a 

certain extent. 

                                                

 
22 The results of this study are presented a little more briefly by Ingram and Bering (in press). 
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3.1 Research Questions 

This was very much an exploratory study, intended to lay the groundwork for further 

experimental and cross-cultural research. Hence I was interested in a wide range of 

research questions, including:  

1. whether preschool childrenôs reporting of peersô activities predominantly 

concerned negative behaviour (i.e., whether it mostly consisted of tattling, 

broadly defined); 

2. what sorts of negative behaviour children reported most frequently; 

3. how accurate and truthful children were in their reports of peersô behaviour; 

4. whether children ever reported transgressions that did not affect them 

personally; 

5. the extent to which children discussed their peersô behaviour with other 

peers, as well as with adults; 

6. how sensitive children were to their audienceôs knowledge state concerning a 

particular action by a third party; 

7. how often tattling led to punishment for the reported offender, and how often 

it led to a reprimand for the tattler; 

8. whether there was any relationship between the frequency of tattling and 

position in the dominance hierarchy; 

9. whether there were any links between tattling and established forms of 

indirectly aggressive behaviour; 

10. whether tattling was more likely to occur between children who were friends 

and often engaged in joint play, or between children who generally avoided 

each other; 
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11. the extent to which behavioural reporting was modulated by the gender of the 

children involved; 

12. the extent to which behavioural reporting was modulated by the age of the 

children involved; 

13. the extent to which patterns of behavioural reporting varied between the two 

sites that were studied. 

The following subsections will place these questions in the context of the research 

reviewed in Chapter 2. Ross and den Bak-Lammersôs (1998) systematic study of 

tattling within sibling dyads was particularly useful for generating predictions in 

many of these areas. Also useful, at a theoretical level, were several evolutionary 

studies on gossip and on norm violations, since I hypothesized that tattling is a 

developmental precursor of gossip, which is driven by an innate sensitivity to norm 

violations. 

3.1.1 Negative Bias 

A large proportion of gossip may consist of discussions of antisocial behaviour 

(Kniffin & Wilson, 2005; but cf. Dunbar et al., 1997); and children are better at 

identifying situations where an individual is doing something forbidden than 

situations where they are doing something unusual (Harris & Núñez, 1996). 

Certainly, tattling on negative behaviour makes up much of young childrenôs talk 

about their siblingsô actions (Ross & den Bak-Lammers, 1998). I therefore predicted 

that children in the preschools would be significantly more likely to report negative 

behaviour by peers than positive or neutral behaviour.  
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3.1.2 Topics of Tattling 

I further postulated that preschool children would be particularly concerned with 

issues like physical aggression and property disputes, rather than more complex 

conflicts of interest such as disagreements, deception, or breaches of social 

convention. Again, this is what was found by Ross and den Bak-Lammers (1998). 

The theoretical motivation for this position came from Nicholsôs (2004) theory of 

ñsentimental rules,ò which proposes that norms that produce a strong affective 

response will appear more salient to children, and are therefore more likely to be 

internalized by them, than norms that do not produce such a strong affective 

response. 

3.1.3 Accuracy and Truthfulness  

If gossip is to function as a distributed system of cheater detection, it must be 

reliable, which means that it should be predominantly truthful (see Richerson et al., 

2003). Individuals may be able to manipulate the system by spreading false gossip, 

but this should be rare: there must be an assumption, within the gossiping 

population, that most gossip contains at least a kernel of truth. The default 

truthfulness of gossip would be supported if the equivalent of gossip in children were 

shown to be largely truthful (as was found by Ross & den Bak-Lammers, 1998). I 

predicted that truthfulness would be a general feature of young childrenôs 

communication about the behaviour of others.   

3.1.4 Egocentrism 

Tattling may be adaptive if it helps individuals to secure the punishment of others 

whom they would find it difficult to punish effectively themselves. Offences against 

the self are likely to have more severe consequences on an individualôs fitness than 
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offences against third parties. Moreover, the existence of generalized egocentric 

biases in children of this age is well established (e.g., Scarlett et al., 1971). Hence I 

thought that children would be much more likely to tattle on behaviour that affected 

them directly than on behaviour that affected a third party. There was no relevant 

data on egocentrism from the literature on tattling that I had reviewed. 

3.1.5 Reporting Peersô Behaviour to Other Peers 

I did not make any specific predictions about the extent to which children would 

report transgressions to other children. On the one hand, adults would seem to be 

more capable of punishing children than other children would be, and hence a more 

attractive recipient for such reports; on the other hand, children at this age are known 

to intervene regularly in disputes involving their friends (Horowitz, 2005; Singer & 

de Haan, 2007), and would certainly be capable of meting out their own forms of 

punishment (though whether adults would approve of this process would be another 

matter). Indeed, preschool children exhibit well-defined dominance hierarchies (e.g., 

Strayer & Strayer, 1976), and so the only prediction I made in this area was that if 

children did report peersô transgressions to other children, the target audience would 

tend to be more socially dominant than either the reporter or the transgressor. 

3.1.6 Audience Knowledge State 

OôNeill (1996) demonstrated unequivocally that even 2-year-old children are 

sensitive to their audienceôs knowledge state when phrasing verbal remarks, such as 

indicating the location of a toy. However, a construct like sensitivity to the 

audienceôs knowledge state is perhaps easier to define and measure in an 

experimental paradigm than in the messier world of naturalistic observation. My way 

of operationalizing this construct was to predict that children would be less likely to 
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mention the perpetrator of a transgression by nameðand more likely to use a 

pronominal formðwhen the audience was close at hand (i.e., part of their 

immediate, activity-based sub-group) than when they were in another part of the 

classroom or playground. 

3.1.7 Punishment 

In Section 2.1.1, I discussed recent theories about the evolution of cooperation, 

pointing out that effective systems of punishment are needed to encourage 

cooperation (see especially Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004b), and that punishment is 

often mediated by gossip and other forms of linguistic reporting (Piazza & Bering, 

2008). Accordingly, I predicted that tattling would frequently lead to the audience 

providing support for the tattler, in the form of punishment for the target of tattling. 

3.1.8 Dominance 

If tattling is an attempt to recruit a stronger individual to deal with a foe whom the 

tattler would have difficulty punishing alone, then we might expect that weaker (or 

low-status) individuals, within a particular social context, would tattle more often 

than stronger (or high-status) individuals.  This is supported by the findings that 

tattling makes up significantly more of the talk of younger siblings than of older 

siblings (Ross & den Bak-Lammers, 1998), and that lower-ranking adolescents in 

boysô homes were more likely to tattle on peers (Friman et al., 2004). Dominance 

hierarchies in preschool contexts are well-defined and empirically tractable (e.g., 

Strayer & Strayer, 1976). Therefore I tentatively predicted a negative correlation 

between social dominance and frequency of tattling. This fits in with the social 

comparison theory of Wert and Salovey (2004), who argued that people tend to 

gossip more about high-status individuals (cf. McAndrew et al., 2007). 
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3.1.9 Relational Aggression 

Since tattling appears to be a stereotypical example of indirect aggressionðinflicting 

harm on others through their relationship with a third partyðI predicted that 

frequency of tattling would correlate closely with established measures of indirect or 

relational aggression (see Archer & Coyne, 2005; Crick et al., 1997). Children who 

tattle frequently should be the same individuals who are rated highly by teachers on 

indirect, relational or social aggression scales. 

3.1.10 Social Closeness 

An interesting, but difficult, question for this research was the extent to which 

tattling would be affected by the emerging social networks of the preschool children 

being studied. I predicted that children would be more likely to report those peers to 

whom they were socially closest (operationalized as those peers with whom they 

spent the most time playing), simply because there would be more opportunities for 

them to be affected by norm transgressions and other negative behaviour on the part 

of those particular peers.  

3.1.11 Gender Effects 

Given the importance of gossip and other forms of linguistic reporting in all human 

societies, I predicted that both sexes would regularly engage in tattling. If either sex 

were to engage in it more, I expected it to be girls, since girls may engage in indirect 

aggression more than boys (Hess & Hagen, 2006; Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, & 

Peltonen, 1988). I expected boys to report more instances of physical aggression 

than girls, since boys engage more frequently in rough-and-tumble play (Pellegrini, 

2007; Pellegrini & Smith, 1998).  
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3.1.12 Age Effects  

In line with the results of Ross and den Bak-Lammers (1998) on 2-, 4- and 6-year-

old siblings, I predicted that older children in the preschools would carry out slightly 

more tattling by frequency than younger children, but that tattling would make up a 

slightly smaller proportion of their total conversations with adults. However, given 

that the age range of children at the two schools was only about 18 months, and that 

they were not divided into age-based groups, this effect was not predicted to be 

large. 

3.1.13 Site Effects 

Although there were notable cultural differences between the two preschools, which 

are discussed in Section 4.5, I made no specific predictions concerning differences in 

tattling between the two schools. 

3.2 Methods 

Since the research questions that I was trying to answer were quite wide-ranging, it 

was appropriate to use multiple quantitative methods of investigation (in addition to 

the qualitative method of participant observation, described in Chapter 4). 

3.2.1 Participants 

Research was conducted in two inner-city preschools in Belfast, the principal city of 

Northern Ireland. The first preschool studied (Preschool A) was situated in a low-

income residential area of Belfast, inhabited overwhelmingly by working-class 

Catholics. All the children came from Irish families, with the exception of one child 

who was of mixed Irish/Portuguese parentage. When research began in November 

2006, there were 15 children in the preschool (8 boys and 7 girls). Their age at the 
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start of the research, which lasted for 3 calendar months, ranged from 3;6 to 4;4 

years, M = 3;11. In January 2007 they were joined by a girl from the grade below 

aged 3;1 years, who was present for about half of the study time.  

 The second preschool studied (Preschool B) was situated in a semi-residential 

area of inner Belfast with a large immigrant population, and was attended by a 

mixture of children who lived locally and those whose parents worked nearby. 

Hence the childrenôs cultural backgrounds were more diverse than in Preschool A: 

the majority came from (Northern) Irish families, but four of the children studied 

were ethnically Chinese, one was Malaysian, one Nigerian, and one Zimbabwean. In 

addition, two children were of mixed ethnicity (N. Irish / German and N. Irish / 

Spanish). The study group comprised 24 children (13 boys and 11 girls). Their age at 

the start of the study, which lasted for 2 calendar months from April 2007, ranged 

from 3;2 to 4;8 years, M = 4;1. 

 Informed consent was obtained from the parents or guardians of all children in 

both schools (see Appendix A). Since I was simultaneously carrying out participant 

observation, informed assent was not sought from the children: instead, they were 

informed that I would be working with them for a couple of months as an additional 

classroom assistant. All names of children appearing in this thesis have been 

anonymized. 

3.2.2 Event Sampling  

The quantitative method that was used most extensively in this study was the event 

sampling of childrenôs reports of peersô behaviour. Event sampling was chosen 

because it is a particularly useful method for evaluating the general descriptive 
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properties of everyday experience, and for using these properties to generate 

hypotheses for further testing (Reis & Gable, 2000). 

 At Preschool A, I spent a total of 31 hours on event sampling, spread over 15 

study days in continuous sessions of between 1 hour and 3 hours in duration. At 

Preschool B, I engaged in event sampling for 35 hours, over 15 study days. An event 

in this study was defined as a verbal description by a child of a peerôs behaviour. 

Every event that I overheard was recorded on paper, as soon as possible after it 

occurred (usually within 1 minute, and nearly always within 5 minutes). A small 

number of events in the sessions (< 20 in total) were omitted, either because of 

partial inaudibility or because I was too busy to record them when they occurred.  

 For each event, the following information was coded, on pre-formatted coding 

sheets in my notebook: the time at which the event occurred; the child(ren) who 

made the report (the tattler); the child(ren) who performed the reported action (the 

miscreant), and whether they were named explicitly; the person(s) to whom the 

report was made (the audience), and whether they were addressed explicitly; 

whether the audience was in the same group as the protagonists when the event 

occurred (which served as a proxy for whether they were likely to have witnessed the 

event); the person most affected by the reported behaviour (the victim), which was 

defined as either the tattler themselves, the audience, a third party, or nobody in 

particular; the truth value of the tattlerôs account (true, false, or indeterminate); the 

free-text content of the tattlerôs report (often verbatim); and a free-text description of 

the audienceôs response to the event.  

 After data collection, content analysis of the content and response free-text fields 

was used to code data using the coding schemes below. For these additional 

categories, half of the events were rated independently by a fellow graduate student 
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who was blind to the observational predictions and was given the definitions below, 

along with examples similar to those in Appendices Appendix A and Appendix A. 

Inter-rater reliability for content type was 90%, and for response type it was 89%; 

Cohenôs kappa was .87 and .84, respectively.  

Content Type  

 Reports of peersô behaviour were assigned to one of ten categories (following 

Ross & den Bak-Lammers, 1998). Reports of physical aggression referred to any 

kind of unwanted physical contact, e.g. hitting or pushing. Property damage reports 

described any kind of damage to property, e.g. breaking a toy, or knocking over 

some blocks. Property entitlement covered reports of someone taking something 

which belonged to another child, or which another child had been using, as well as 

children refusing to share objects that they themselves owned or were using. A 

report of social convention referred to a violation of some conventional rule of the 

classroom, such as standing on a chair, or poor table manners. Joint play violations 

included reports of a child obstructing another childôs play, or refusing to play 

alongside them. Reports of taunting referred to one child shouting at another or 

calling them names. Deception reports described another child lying to or otherwise 

misleading someone. Reports of disagreement referred to one child denying 

something that another child had said or believed in. There were also two categories 

of reports that did not meet the definition of tattling, since they did not describe 

negative behaviour. In neutral, or non-judgemental, reports the behaviour described 

was innocent and the child who reported it did not seem to be seeking any 

punishment. Positive reports consisted of an approving description of another childôs 

prosocial behaviour. 
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Response Type  

 The actions of the audience in response to a behavioural report were assigned to 

one of seven categories (again following Ross & den Bak-Lammers, 1998). 

Supporting a tattler involved intervening on his behalf, e.g. by verbally admonishing 

the miscreant, or compelling her to hand over a toy to another child. Acknowledging 

a report consisted of agreeing or sympathizing with the tattler, but not saying 

anything to the miscreant about the reported behaviour. Excusing an action involved 

asserting to the tattler that the behaviour reported is innocent or justified. Ignoring 

was coded if the audience did not seem to respond to the tattler in any meaningful 

way. When reprimanding a tattler, the audience reproached the tattler for tattling or 

for the tattlerôs own reported behaviour. In some cases, both tattler and miscreant 

were reprimanded, the implication being that they had both been involved in the 

reported negative activity, and this received its own code. Finally, a questioning 

response took place when the audience tried to find out exactly what had happened 

by questioning the tattler, the miscreant, or both, but was unable to reach any firm 

conclusions (so that the response did not resolve into one of the other categories). 

3.2.3 Point Sampling of Social Networks 

Tattling is not just an individual activity, but a relational activity between tattlers and 

the peers that they report on. It might therefore be expected to vary according to the 

social relations between individuals. I built up a picture of the social networks in the 

two classrooms, and the sociability of individual children, by using point sampling to 

record the composition of childrenôs play groups during free play sessions (Coolican, 

2004, Pellegrini, 2004). In Preschool A, group membership was surveyed at a set 

time every morning. Several study days were also devoted to point sampling, taking 
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a sample every 15 minutes for the duration of the morning. In all, 106 point samples 

were taken, each of which recorded the group membership of every child present. In 

the busier environment of Preschool B, point sampling was conducted on a more 

infrequent and ad hoc basis (18 samples, spread over 9 study days).  

3.2.4 Focal Follows  

In Preschool A, each child was observed individually for one hour. This hour was 

made up of one 30-minute and two 15-minute sessions per child, carried out on three 

separate days. Everything that the focal child did during these sessions was noted. 

The motivation for the focal follows was threefold: firstly, to check that the event 

sampling of the childrenôs verbal reports was not biased towards the most audible 

children; secondly, to measure the frequency with which conflicts were reported to 

adults; and thirdly, to investigate the dominance hierarchy within the classroom. 

 I used the same coding scheme for analyzing conflicts as for recording the 

content type of childrenôs verbal reports. Disputes arising from physical aggression, 

property damage, property entitlement, social convention, joint play violation, 

taunting, deception and disagreement were all recorded. A common method for 

analyzing the dominance hierarchies of toddlers is to code for incidences of direct 

aggression (e.g., Strayer & Strayer, 1976). However, examples of direct aggression 

become much less frequent by age 4 (Hawley, 1999), and were rarely observed in 

Preschool A; so instead I analyzed several types of social interaction which included 

a clear element of direction of one childôs behaviour by another (cf. Barner-Barry, 

1988; La Freniere & Charlesworth, 1983). Child X was considered to have taken part 

in a dominant interaction with Child Y if any one of the following behavioural 

patterns occurred: (a) X initiated physical contact with Y, and Y did not resist; (b) X 
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told Y to do something, and Y complied; (c) Y imitated Xôs behaviour; (d) Y followed 

X to another part of the room. In each case, the behaviour of both children was 

important, emphasizing the point that dominance is a function of dyadic relations, 

rather than of individual behaviour alone (Strayer & Strayer, 1976). However, for 

many dyads there were no examples of such interactions, and so it was impossible to 

construct a single transitive hierarchy that included all the children. Therefore the 

ratio of total dominant to submissive interactions for each child was used as an index 

of relative dominance. The dominance hierarchy constructed using this measure was 

in accordance with the transitive sub-hierarchies that were constructed based on 

interactions between specific dyads, and with qualitative observations and informal 

teacher reports of childrenôs relative dominance. 

3.2.5 Teacher Ratings of Relational Aggression 

Due to time constraints and the larger class size, and because I had some confidence 

from the first preschool that the event sampling procedure would not underestimate 

the level of tattling, no focal follows were carried out in Preschool B. Instead, I 

administered the relational aggression factor of the Preschool Social Behavior 

ScaleðTeacher form (PSBS-T; Crick et al., 1997) to the teacher and classroom 

assistant in Preschool B, to find out if there was a link between tattling and relational 

aggression. As mentioned in the introduction, gossip and other forms of evaluative 

talk have been analyzed as instances of the theoretical construct of relational 

aggression, defined as ñharming others through purposeful manipulation and damage 

of their peer relationshipsò (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995, p. 711). The relational 

aggression factor of the PSBS-T consists of six descriptions of childrenôs 

characteristic behaviour (e.g., ñTells others not to play with or be a peerôs friendò), 
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on which each child was rated using a 5-point Likert scale. Crick and colleagues 

(1997) demonstrated that this factor was internally consistent and independent of the 

overt aggression, prosocial behaviour, and depressed affect factors. In addition, 

McEvoy, Estrem, Rodriguez, and Olson (2003) found strong inter-method agreement 

between teacher ratings on the PSBS-T, peer nominations, and direct observations of 

relationally aggressive activity in the preschool. 

3.3 Results 

3.3.1 Negative Bias  

Childrenôs tattling, defined as the reporting of negative behaviour, was far more 

frequent than the reporting of positive or neutral behaviour. Event sampling recorded 

354 examples (93.1%) of tattling, M = 1.26 reports per child per day attended, SD = 

1.12; 25 examples (6.6%) of non-judgemental talk, M = .09, SD = .14; and just one 

example (.3%) of positive talk about a peerôs activities. The range of behavioural 

reporting was 0 to 6.31 events per child per day attended.  

Tattling might be expected to be more noticeable, and thus more readily 

observable, than other forms of talk about peers. However, a similar effect was 

observed in the data from the focal follows, where it would have been difficult to 

miss any kind of behavioural report about a third party made by the focal child. Out 

of 32 instances in the focal follow data where the focal child was involved in a 

behaviour reporting event, only 2 reports (6.3%) were non-judgemental, and none 

were positive. 
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3.3.2 Topics of Tattling  

Examples of actual tattling content are listed in Appendix A. No examples were 

found of children reporting one of the pre-defined categories of tattling content 

(deception). For the other seven categories, mean proportions of childrenôs tattling 

are shown in Table 1, ordered by overall frequency.  

Table 1. Proportions of Reported Categories of Negative Behaviour 

 

 

Preschool A 

Mean (SD) 

Preschool B 

Mean (SD) 

Total 

Mean (SD) 

Property entitlement .45 (.30) .27 (.24) .34 (.27) 

Physical aggression .16 (.15) .32 (.24) .26 (.22) 

Social convention .19 (.16) .10 (.15) .14 (.16) 

Joint play .03 (.06) .18 (.23) .12 (.20) 

Taunting  .05 (.09) .08 (.10) .07 (.10) 

Property damage .11 (.15) .04 (.11) .06 (.13) 

Disagreement  .01 (.03) .00 (.01) .01 (.02) 

 

3.3.3 Accuracy and Truthfulness 

In event samples where it was possible to determine unambiguously the truth of a 

behavioural report, an average of 90.0% of reports per child were found to be true. 

However in 43.1% of event samples (averaged across all participants), the truth 

value of the report could not be determined. This was partly because the busy nature 

of the classroom environment often made it difficult to determine all the relevant 

antecedents of the childrenôs disputes, and partly because some reports (e.g., ñHeôs 
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not listening to me!ò) were difficult to assign objective truth values to without 

intensive questioning of the children involved. In the focal follow data, where it was 

much easier to determine the truth of childrenôs claims, only 9 reports out of 32 

(28.1%) were of indeterminate truth value, and no false reports were recorded.  

 In the majority of indeterminate cases, it is unlikely that the reports were false, 

since the alleged miscreants rarely denied their offences, and the teachers rarely 

accused tattlers of lying. Moreover, the proportions of deceptive reports in our study 

were well below the 10% of false reports that were recorded. For example, Child B 

might crash into Child A on a tricycle, and Child A might falsely report to the teacher 

that Child C had crashed into him. This might be an error in face recognition, or a 

slip of the tongue; there were very few events in which I suspected that deliberate 

fabrication of a report was occurring. Mistaken ascriptions of intentionðe.g. ñShe 

pushed me,ò when one child had accidentally knocked into anotherðwere more 

common. 

3.3.4 Egocentrism 

Tattling was quite self-centred, tending to focus on achieving help or punishment for 

something that had happened to the tattler, mean share = .77, SD = .24. Tattling on 

behalf of third parties was quite rare, mean share = .06, SD = .11; and reporting a 

transgression which directly affected the audience was more unusual still, mean 

share = .01, SD = .02. Tattling where there was no clear victim, as with most 

breaches of social convention, was more common, mean share = .16, SD = .17.  

3.3.5 Reporting Behaviour to Peers 

Reporting a childôs behaviour to another peer was quite rare in the event samples, 

occurring in only 4 out of 363 events (1.1%). It is possible that the frequency of 
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reporting to peers was underestimated by the event sampling method, since reporting 

to adults is likely to be more noticeable. Reporting to peers was slightly more 

common in the focal follow data, where it accounted for 1 out of 32 events (3.1%).
23

 

However, the much smaller sample size for the focal follows means that this 

difference is rather unreliable. In any case, it is clear that reporting to peers was 

much less frequent than reporting to adults, even when measured using a technique 

that was sensitive to most of the statements made by the focal child. 

3.3.6 Audience Knowledge State 

Childrenôs behavioural reports were quite evenly split according to whether the 

target of the report (the miscreant) was mentioned by name: in 51.3% of the 269 

events for which this property was recorded,
24

 the miscreant was explicitly named, 

while in the remaining 48.7% of events the miscreant was implied, typically through 

use of the pronominal form he or she, or by pointing. Using the presence of the 

audience in the same sub-grouping within the classroom as a proxy for whether they 

had witnessed the reported behaviour, it was found that the tattler reported the 

miscreant by name in 59.2% of events when the audience was not present in the 

same sub-group, but in only 28.1% of events when the audience was present. A chi-

squared test revealed that this difference was highly significant, c2
 = 18.8, 

p = .00001.  

                                                

 
23 One other report was made to a child of nine or ten years who was present in the room for a short 

while, and who was related to one of the classroom assistants. His position could thus be argued to be 

intermediate between peer and staff member, and indeed the children seemed to treat him in an 

intermediate way.  

24 This property was not recorded during the first four days of event sampling, as the hypothesis that it 

was used to investigate had not been developed. Nor was it always possible (due to inaudibility) to 
record whether a target had been mentioned by name at other times. 
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3.3.7 Audience Responses to Tattling 

Table 2 shows the mean shares of the various types of response to tattling, ordered 

by overall frequency. The most common response was supporting the tattler, which 

accounted for around 50% of responses. If acknowledging is included as a positive 

response for the tattler, since it constitutes positive attention from an authority 

figure, almost 70% of responses were favourable from the tattlerôs point of view.  

Table 2. Proportions of Audience Responses to Tattling 

 

 

Preschool A 

Mean (SD) 

Preschool B 

Mean (SD) 

Total  

Mean (SD) 

Supporting  .52 (.27) .44 (.19) .47 (.23) 

Acknowledging  .17 (.27) .25 (.24) .22 (.25) 

Excusing  .08 (.09) .12 (.13) .11 (.11) 

Ignoring  .14 (.17) .07 (.09) .10 (.13) 

Reprimanding  .03 (.05) .03 (.09) .03 (.08) 

Both reprimanded  .04 (.13) .02 (.04) .03 (.09) 

Questioning  .12 (.26) .13 (0.13) .12 (.19) 

 

3.3.8 Dominance 

In Preschool A there was a strong positive correlation between childrenôs 

dominance, as measured by the ratio of their dominant to subordinate interactions, 

and the rate at which they tattled on other children, r = .881, n = 16, p < .001. That 

is, dominant children reported othersô transgressions significantly more than 

subordinate children (see Figure 1 below). Since a negative correlation between 
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dominance and tattling frequency had been predicted, this result warranted further 

investigation. 

The relationship was still significant, though less so, if the outlier at the top right 

of Figure 1 (a highly dominant girl, Caoimhe, who tattled much more frequently than 

any other individual in either preschool) was excluded. A more general explanation 

for this pattern would be that children who talked to the teacher more often might 

have been more likely to engage in tattling. However, there were no correlations 

between overall rates of addressing an adult in the classroom, as recorded in the 

focal follows, and either rates of tattling or ratio of dominant to subordinate 

interactions, both r < .25, both p > .3. Alternatively, sociability might be expected to 

increase tattling on the part of dominant children, since more social interactions 

might lead to more potential for conflicts, and therefore more opportunities to report 

those conflicts. Since the average number of play partners for a given child would be 

affected by total attendance on the days that he or she was present, I calculated an 

index of sociability for each child, based on the ratio between the actual number of 

interactions with every other child and the potential number of interactions that 

could have taken place (i.e., the number of point samples at which both children 

were present). There was no correlation between this sociability index and either the 

frequency of childrenôs tattling or the ratio of dominant to subordinate interactions, 

both r < .3, both p > .3. Therefore, there seemed to be a specific link between 

dominance and tattling, at least in this preschool. 
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Figure 1. Relationship, r
2
 = .77, between childrenôs dominance, as measured by the 

ratio of dominant to subordinate interactions in which they participated, and tattling 

frequency (adjusted for attendance) in Preschool A. 

 

 

3.3.9 Relational Aggression 

In Preschool B there was a strong correlation between tattling frequency and a 

childôs score on the relational aggression section of the PSBS-T teacher-rated 

questionnaire, r = .59, n = 24, p = .002. Highly significant individual non-parametric 

correlations were also obtained for all six of the items on the PSBS-T scale, all r ² 

.50, all p ¢ .01. The closest correlation was with the item, ñTells others not to play 

with or be a childôs friend,ò r = .66, p = .0005. This demonstrates that tattling co-

varies with more traditional verbal indices of relational aggression (see Figure 2 

below).  
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Figure 2. Relationship, r
2
 = .36, between childrenôs relational aggression, as 

measured by teacher ratings on the PSBS-T scale, and tattling frequency (adjusted 

for attendance) in Preschool B. 

 

 

3.3.10 Social Closeness 

The social interaction index described in Section 0 was used to investigate the effect 

of social closeness on tattling frequency. For each dyad in Preschool A,
25

 I first 

calculated the ratio between the number of point samples at which both children 

were found to be in the same group and the number of samples for which both were 

present at school. I then carried out a bivariate correlation between this ratio and the 

proportion of each childôs tattling that took place within each dyad. There was a very 

                                                

 
25 There was not enough data from the point sampling to complete this analysis for Preschool B. 
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significant, though not particularly strong, correlation between the social closeness 

ratio with each dyad partner and the percentage of tattling performed on that child, r 

= .335, p = .000001, n = 240. This showed that, as predicted, children were 

somewhat more likely to report the behaviour of those peers with whom they 

interacted more frequently.  

3.3.11 Gender Effects 

No effects of tattler gender were found on overall frequency of behavioural reports, 

proportion of negative reports, egocentrism, or dominance, all p > .3. Girlsô 

behavioural reports were slightly more truthful than boysô reports, but both were 

highly truthful, M = .98, SD = .05, n = 19 for girls; M = .84, SD = .26, n = 21 for 

boys; and this effect was not significant, t = 2.36, p = .029, n = 34, given the number 

of potential gender effects that were tested, Bonferroni Ŭ = 0.0025. However, even at 

this reduced significance level, the boys, M = 3.21, SD = .88, n = 13, in Preschool B 

were far more likely than the girls, M = 1.60, SD = .72, n = 11, to be seen by the 

teacher as relationally aggressive, t = 4.84, p = .00008. Since there was no difference 

in the overall tattling rates between genders, t = 0.882, p = .383, it was possible to 

directly compare the frequencies of girlsô and boysô reporting of the various 

categories of norm violation (see Figure 3 below). The only significant difference 

was in tattling on physical aggression, which boys, M = .49 per day, SD = .41, n = 

21, reported more often than girls, M = .15 per day, SD = .16, n = 19; t = 3.46, p = 

.002. There was no significant effect of tattler gender on the frequency of any of the 

various types of response to tattling, all p Ó .15.  
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Figure 3. Differing mean frequencies of reporting (adjusted for attendance) by boys 

and girls in both preschools on the various categories of transgression. Error bars 

represent °1 SE. 

 

 

3.3.12 Age Effects 

To test for age effects, a series of bivariate correlations were run between the 

childrenôs ages at the start of the study and various properties that were measured in 

the study. A non-parametric correlation (Spearmanôs rho) was used due to the 

narrow range of ages in the study, compared to the wide ranges within the variables 

being measured. The 15 variables tested included the frequency of behavioural 

reports made by each child per (adjusted) school day; the frequency of behavioural 

reports made about each child per school day; the proportions of reports made by 

each child that were negative, true, egocentric (i.e., in which the tattler himself was 

the object of the reported action), and which did not explicitly name another child; 
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the frequency of reports made by each child concerning physical aggression, 

property disputes, and social conventional violations; the proportions of supporting, 

acknowledging, excusing, ignoring and questioning responses from the audience; 

and each childôs score on the PSBS-T relational aggression subscale. Of these, the 

only variable to show a significant relationship with the childôs age was the overall 

frequency of behavioural reports, ɟ = -.40, p = .027. However, this relationship did 

not approach significance at the Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of .0033.   

3.3.13 Site Effects 

To check for site effects between the two preschools, a series of between-groups t-

tests were run on variables measured by this study. The 14 variables tested included 

the frequency of behavioural reports made by each child per (adjusted) school day; 

the frequency of behavioural reports made about each child per school day; the 

proportions of reports made by each child that were negative, true, egocentric (i.e., in 

which the tattler himself was the object of the reported action), and which did not 

explicitly name another child; the frequency of reports made by each child 

concerning physical aggression, property disputes, and social conventional 

violations; and the proportions of supporting, acknowledging, excusing, ignoring and 

questioning responses from the audience. Of these, the only variable to approach a 

significant difference between the two preschools was the frequency of reports of 

social conventional violations, t = 1.86, p = .081: the mean frequency of reports of 

social conventional violations in Preschool A (0.31 per day) was much higher than in 

Preschool B (0.09 per day). However, given the number of variables that were tested 

for site effects, the Bonferroni adjusted alpha value was .0036, far below the p-value 

for this variable.  
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  Given certain striking differences in the patterns of gendered behaviour that 

were observed between the preschools during the participant observation phase (see 

Section 4.5.2 below for more details), I carried out a planned 2 x 2 ANOVA to find 

out if there were any differences in the rates of behavioural reporting by gender 

across the two schools. As described above, there was no main effect of either 

gender or site on rates of reporting, both F < 0.6, both p > .45; yet there was a 

significant interaction between gender and site, F = 6.0, p = .020. The partial ɖ
2
 

value for this analysis was .15, which represents quite a strong effect. As shown in 

Figure 4 below, both boys and girls contributed to this effect, with girls reporting 

peersô behaviour more than boys in Preschool A, but less than boys in Preschool B.  
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Figure 4. Differing mean rates of behavioural reporting (per standardized school 

day) between genders across the two preschools. Error bars represent ° 1 SE. 

 

 

 
 

 

3.4 Discussion 

The observational data suggest that the reporting of peersô negative behaviour was 

an important form of social communication for these preschool children. While not 

dominating their talk with the adults who worked with themðtaking place on 

average only once or twice per school dayðtattling was practiced quite regularly by 

most children, and often had profound social consequences in terms of punishment 

of the child whose behaviour was reported. In the next few sections, I discuss how 

these observational data can help us answer the research questions set out in Section 

3.1 above. 
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3.4.1 Negative Bias 

The great majority of childrenôs talk about their peersô behaviour took the form of 

descriptions of negative behaviour. This is a robust finding that held across both 

sexes in both preschools, and also in the focal follow data, for which the tractability 

of tattling was less of an issue. Moreover our data reiterate the findings of a bias 

towards talk about negative behaviour among all four groups of siblings studied by 

Ross and den Bak-Lammers (1998). Taken together, these two studies demonstrate 

thatðwhile not necessarily universalða bias towards reporting negative behaviour 

is present in children of various ages in differing social contexts. It seems that when 

children first start talking to others about what a third party has done, they use this 

faculty largely to report behaviour of which they disapprove. The roots of this bias 

may lie in an ontogenetic adaptation (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2000) for children to 

seek aid or sympathy from adults when suffering a negative affective response. This 

idea is supported by the work of Peggy Miller and Linda Sperry (1988), who found 

that 2-year-oldsô stories told to parents about past events were highly evaluative, and 

that 64% of stories were concerned with negative experiences. A bias towards 

discussing negative events with adults may not be specific to communication about 

social activities, then, but may be a general feature of childrenôs discourse. However, 

the extent to which this bias is recruited in everyday life, and the precise kinds of 

events that are reported, are likely to be affected by local cultural norms of discourse 

(Burger & Miller, 1999; P. J. Miller , Cho, & Bracey, 2005). 

3.4.2 Topics of Tattling 

What types of behaviour did preschool children most often report? I found that 

children were much more likely to report disputes arising from issues of property 
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entitlement or physical aggression than they were to report joint play disputes, 

taunting, property damage, simple disagreements, or deception. Again, this is 

consistent with the findings of Ross and den Bak-Lammers (1998); see Table 3 

below.  

Table 3. Comparison of the Proportions of Reporting of Various Norm Violations for 

Preschoolers and Siblings 

 

Transgression type 

 

Preschool children 

(aged 3ï4) 

 

4-year-olds on 

younger siblings
a
 

4-year-olds on 

older siblings
b
 

Property entitlement .34
c
  .24  .21  

Physical aggression .26  .15  .25  

Social convention .14  .13  .11  

Joint play .12  .10  .10  

Taunting  .07  .08  .10  

Property damage .06  .24  .10  

Disagreement  .01  .04  .07  

Deception .00  .02  .02  

 

a
 Data from den Bak and Ross (1996). 

b
 Data from Ross and den Bak-Lammers (1998). 

c
 All figures are mean shares for individual children. 

 

 The proportions of the various categories are remarkably similar, especially 

when preschoolers are compared with the 4-year-olds at Time 2 in Ross and den 

Bak-Lammersôs study (i.e., the group of younger siblings tattling on older siblings). 

Tattling on younger (2-year-old) siblings seems slightly anomalous compared to the 

other two groups, in that it is characterized by low rates of tattling on physical 
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aggression, but high rates of tattling on property damage. This may be because 

toddlers do not present much a physical threat to their older siblings; but on the other 

hand they might be more likely to accidentally wreck some configuration of toys, 

which the older siblings may then seek adult help to repair. The high proportion of 

property disputes in preschool childrenôs tattling, compared to siblingsô tattling, may 

reflect greater competition over access to toys in the preschool setting, due to the 

higher density of children in the available space. The higher rates of tattling on 

disagreements between siblings are harder to explain, but perhaps indicate that 

young children are more concerned with reaching agreement with their siblingsð

and having this agreement validated by a parentðthan with unrelated peers.  

 The preponderance of tattling on physical aggression and property disputes, 

which result in direct harm to the victim, is in line with the findings of Nucci and 

Turiel (1978), who showed that preschool children were more likely to protest about 

moral (harm-related) than conventional violations in a classroom setting. It is also 

noteworthy that events involving physical harm frequently appear in 2-year-oldsô 

stories about the past (P. J. Miller & Sperry, 1988). It seems that children are 

particularly prone to use tattling to report breaches of ñaffect-backedò norms (see 

Nichols, 2004), involving direct physical harm or property loss. However, they do 

generalize this form of communication to breaches of other social norms, and 

probably more so as they get older (Ross & den Bak-Lammers, 1998).  

3.4.3 Accuracy and Truthfulness 

Regardless of content, the great majority (90%) of childrenôs reports about peersô 

behaviour were true, at least for cases in which truth could be easily determined. 

This figure is similar to Ross and den Bak-Lammersôs (1998) finding of a mean of 



3.   Behavioural Ecology of Peer Reporting 

 

98 

 

94.3% truthful reports across all four groups that they studied. Moreover, most false 

reports seemed to be mistaken rather than fabricated. This bias towards truthful 

communication is interesting because children of this age (and younger) are certainly 

capable of lying (for a review, see Lee & Talwar, 2008). Two-year-olds have been 

observed to engage in frequent acts of social deception and pretence (Newton et al., 

2000), and active lying by 3-year-olds has been demonstrated in many experimental 

studies (e.g., Lewis et al., 1989). Indeed, children in the present study were observed 

to lie in response to tattling, usually by means of a simple denial such as ñNo I 

didnôt!ò Since strategic deception requires a high level of executive control (Hala & 

Russell, 2001), it may be that by this stage of development childrenôs executive 

competence enables them to make false denials of responsibility, but not yet to 

fabricate complex narratives that might successfully absolve them of responsibility. 

The default position of honesty in childrenôs tattling has interesting implications 

for the evolution of cooperative behaviour, because (as Richerson et al., 2003, 

argued) relying on gossip to enforce cooperation by spreading information about 

norm violations creates the second-order problem of how to check that this 

information is accurate. How do we know that our informants are telling the truth, 

rather than indulging in dishonest ñcheap talkò for spiteful, boastful, or idle reasons? 

The fact that young children hardly ever fabricate stories about their peersô activities 

suggests that such fabrication is a skilled social cognitive activity that takes time and 

effort to master. If fabricating false reports is so difficult, then perhaps the 

assumption that most gossip is honest (or at least that ñthereôs no smoke without 

fireò) is a useful evolutionary heuristicðespecially if there are disproportionate costs 

in disbelieving true gossip versus believing false gossip.  
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 In addition to the proximate causes for the lack of deceptive tattling by children, 

it is tempting to postulate an ultimate cause. In small-scale societies, young children 

mainly communicate with members of their kin group, and this presumably reflects 

conditions in the ancestral evolutionary environment.
26

 The early preponderance of 

communication within the kin group means that there are few conflicts of interest 

between tattlers and their audience. As Alexander (1987, pp. 73ï75) notes, a high 

frequency of deception is expected in any communication where there are significant 

conflicts of interest between the communicative partners (such as mimics deceiving 

predators; see Dawkins & Krebs, 1978). Congruence of interests is easy to 

understand in the case of siblings tattling to parents, who are naturally interested in 

making sure that neither sibling is unfairly exploited by the other, because they have 

a huge amount of resources invested in both. Since young children are not prepared 

by evolution for life in the institutional environment of the preschool, it is possible 

that they treat staff at the preschool as surrogate parents, or at least as senior 

members of their kin group. Very young children use language not primarily to 

communicate useful information to arbitrary others within the social group, but far 

more often to communicate their own needs and desires to adults who care for them 

(this is also reflected in the egocentric nature of tattling, discussed below). It would 

make little sense for children to lie in these circumstances: doing so could lead to a 

cry wolf effect, in which a tattler is ignored just when they really need help. For 

language to be adaptive for a young child, it has to be an honest signal of need. 

                                                

 
26 See Fitch (2005) for a theory of the evolution of language through kin selection. 
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3.4.4 Egocentrism 

Children were more inclined to tattle on those who had harmed or offended them 

directly. At a pragmatic level, this finding may reflect a general egocentric bias in 

childrenôs discourse (K. H. Rubin, 1973). At a motivational level, it may also reflect 

a greater incentive to punish peers who have harmed the tattler, rather than those 

who have harmed a third party. Nevertheless, children as young as two are capable 

of sociocentric speech (e.g., Bruner, 1983), and it is central to evolutionary models 

of punishment that individuals should sometimes extend punishment to actions of 

which a third party, or perhaps the group as a wholeðin the case of violations of 

social conventionðis the victim (Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004b). Indeed, it is 

interesting that children reported social conventional violations much more 

frequently than transgressions against a third party. Perhaps in some way the former 

class of reports may be more important for promoting group cohesion, because it is 

the group who suffers instead of any one individual (compare the concept of ñgroup-

serving gossipò espoused by D. S. Wilson et al., 2000, and discussed on p. 11 of my 

literature review). This pattern could also be indicative of a certain level of social 

cognitive awareness, in that children might expect third-party victims to deal with 

their own problems.  Childrenôs egocentric bias towards reporting transgressions of 

which they themselves are the victims was only a tendency, then, but one which may 

reflect languageôs ontogenetic adaptive value for young children as a means of 

seeking aid from adults.  

3.4.5 Reporting Behaviour to Peers 

Children rarely reported peersô behaviour to other peers. This reinforces the point 

that early forms of discussion of othersô activities are dominated by requests for aid. 
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Since adults are the main sources of authority within a preschool classroom, it makes 

sense to direct such requests to those who can deal with them most effectively. 

Interestingly, Killen and Turiel (1991) found that children are often able to resolve 

conflicts on their own even when adults do not intervene. Reporting transgressions to 

adults may not be done out of necessity, then, but may represent the use of adults as 

a strategic resource to bring about a particular social outcome. 

3.4.6 Audience Knowledge State  

Children were much less likely to mention a peer by name when their audience was 

close at hand (e.g., sitting at the same table in the classroom). This is not surprising, 

given that children as young as 2 have been shown to be sensitive to their audienceôs 

knowledge state (OôNeill, 1996). Here children were demonstrating the use of 

Griceôs (1989) conversational maxim of quantity: they used the pronominal form 

when it was clear who the subject of their discourse was, thus providing no more 

information than was required to determine identity, but used a childôs name to 

provide more information when the reference of the subject might have been less 

obvious. 

3.4.7 Audience Responses to Tattling 

Tattling frequently led to a teacher or classroom assistant intervening in support of 

the tattlerðwhether by punishing the reported miscreant, or by resolving a dispute in 

favour of the tattler. There would seem to be little risk involved in tattling, in that 

few tattling events led to a negative response for the tattler (this also tends to be true 

of the family context; Ross & den Bak-Lammers, 1998). Furthermore (as will be 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 4), qualitative observations showed that while an 

explicit threat of tattling sometimes deterred peers from carrying out an undesired 
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activity, tattling rarely led to aggressive retaliation on the part of peers (except in the 

form of counter-tattling). Tattling can therefore be a useful social strategy for young 

children to follow if they are seeking punishment for a perceived wrong. As a social 

animal which engages in many repeated reciprocal interactions, it makes sense for 

humans to be equipped with a ñpunitive sentimentò for retaliating against those who 

have harmed or exploited them (M. E. Price, Cosmides, & Tooby, 2002). Lacking 

the ability to punish others effectively themselves, it may be ontogenetically 

adaptive for young children to express their punitive sentiment indirectly, through 

the verbal reporting of wrongdoers to those who can punish them.  

3.4.8 Dominance 

Although I had tentatively predicted that most tattling would be done by submissive 

individuals who were not capable of resolving disputes by themselves, I found that 

dominant individuals in the first preschool in fact tattled significantly more 

frequently than other children. Furthermore, this relationship was not reducible 

either to dominant children being more sociable, or to them talking to teachers more 

often. Tattling is sometimes a response to a (perceived) aggressive action by another 

individual, and this may mean that it is practiced more by dominant children, who 

are more likely to retaliate against peersô aggression (Strayer & Strayer, 1976). In an 

environment where childrenôs physical aggression is frequently punished by adults, 

dominant individualsô retaliatory impulses may be socialized and directed into 

indirect, verbal behaviour (see Cooney et al., 1996; Hawley, 1999). Tattling may be 

one of several interpersonal strategiesðincluding relationally aggressive behaviour 

such as saying ñIôm not your friend,ò verbally aggressive behaviour such as threats 

and taunts, and direct physical aggression such as pushingðwhich some preschool 
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children use, in varying proportions, to achieve social dominance. While I found that 

dominant children were no more likely than other children to address the teachers in 

general terms, it could also be that dominant children were less shy about the 

particular activity of externalizing social problems and drawing them to the attention 

of an adult. These possibilities are not mutually exclusive: that is, externalizing skills 

may contribute to dominance in young children (in line with recent research 

indicating that aggressive, dominant children can have higher levels of social 

competence in general; e.g., Vaughn & Santos, 2007). 

3.4.9 Relational Aggression 

The results of the PSBS-T questionnaire administered in Preschool B suggest that 

there are links between tattling and relational aggression. The same children who 

often engaged in relationally aggressive activities, such as telling peers that they 

wouldnôt be their friend,
27

 tended to tattle the most frequently. Is tattling a form of 

relational aggressions? This is a possibility, but relational aggression has been 

defined as behaviour that ñharms others through damage to their peer relationships 

(e.g., using social exclusion or rumor spreading as a form of retaliation)ò (Crick et 

al., 1997, p. 579). Relational aggression is often also characterized as covert (Archer 

& Coyne, 2005)ðfor example, whispering behind someoneôs backðwhereas 

tattling in these two preschools was overt and unashamed, often taking place right in 

front of the tattling target. Since it is often overt, tattling may be more closely related 

to social aggression, a construct defined to include both covert and overt forms of 

                                                

 
27 The especially close correlation between tattling and this particular item on the PSBS-T scale may 

reflect the link between tattling and punishment-by-ostracism, which was often imposed (in a mild 

form, such as making children stand against the wall) on miscreants whose transgressions were 
reported to teachers. 
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non-physical aggression (Archer & Coyne, 2005; Galen & Underwood, 1997). 

Moreover, it is unlikely that children who tattled always intended to harm the tattling 

targets. Sometimes, they may well have been motivated by a desire to win praise 

from the teacher orðas a form of restorative justiceðto correct some inequity in the 

classroom. Childrenôs motivations for tattling will be investigated further in 

Chapter 4. 

3.4.10 Social Closeness 

Not surprisingly, children were more likely to report the behaviour of those peers 

with whom they interacted more frequently. However, while it was highly significant 

due to the large number of potential dyads in the classroom, this effect was rather 

weak, emphasizing that tattling is likely to be a complex interpersonal behaviour 

with a wide variety of influencing variables (for example, some close dyads may be 

marked by quite a turbulent relationship, whereas others enjoy a peaceful 

relationship). Unfortunately, there were not enough transgressions recorded for each 

dyad in the focal follows to ascertain whether children were more or less likely to 

report the behaviour of those they were close to when controlling for the frequency 

of transgressions for which one member of the dyad was the perpetrator and the 

other was the victim. This kind of question could perhaps be answered by future 

research using video observations. 

3.4.11 Gender Effects 

The result that girls in Preschool B were much more likely than boys to be rated by 

the teachers as relationally aggressive contrasts with the finding of Crick and 

colleagues (1997) that teachers tended to rate preschool girls as more relationally 

aggressive than boys (boys in their study were more likely than girls to be rated as 
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overtly aggressive). The lack of relational aggression among the girls in Preschool B 

may be because the female peer culture there was generally quite submissive and 

peaceful, as discussed in Section 4.5.2 (see also the discussion of site differences in 

Section 3.4.13 below). Girls across both preschools were less likely than boys to 

report instances of physical aggression. This is not surprising given that preschool 

boys engage in more rough-and-tumble play than girls (Pellegrini, 1987, 2007; 

Pellegrini & Smith, 1998), as well as being more overtly aggressive (Crick et al., 

1997), and therefore have more opportunities to suffer accidental or intentional 

physical harm at the hands of other boys. Unfortunately, there were not enough 

instances of physical aggression recorded in the focal follows to ascertain whether 

girls or boys were more likely to report this category of transgression when the 

frequency of physical aggression suffered by each individual was controlled for. 

Again, systematic and sustained video observations might be useful for answering 

this question.  

3.4.12 Age Effects 

The negative relationship between age and frequency of reporting peersô behaviour 

is surprising, because Ross and den Bak-Lammers (1998) found that older children 

tattled more frequently, in absolute terms, than their younger siblingsðeven though 

it made up a smaller proportion of their talk to adults. The effect in the present study 

was quite weak, given the number of possible age effects that were tested for, and 

both the sample size and the overall age range were small. Therefore the most likely 

interpretation is that this age effect is simply a statistical artefact. 
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3.4.13 Site Effects 

The finding that children in Preschool B were more likely than children in Preschool 

B to report social conventional violations is also rather weak, given the number of 

possible site effects that were tested for, and may be another statistical artefact. 

However, one plausible alternative explanation is that a greater number of arbitrary, 

conventional rules were needed in Preschool B, because of the larger class size. 

Qualitative observations indicated that staff in Preschool B made much more 

extensive use of relatively formal punishments such as making a child stand in a 

corner, rather than simply admonishing a child or intervening to resolve a dispute. 

Possibly this was because, with a lower adult/child ratio, disputes tended to become 

more serious, and therefore more requiring of formal punishment, before an adult 

could intervene. A similar mechanism may have led to more frequent appeals to 

social conventions on the part of the children.   

 The gender dynamics of tattling seemed to vary between the two preschools, 

with girls doing more of it than boys in Preschool A, but the reverse pattern holding 

for Preschool B. This may partly be explained by differences in the ways that girls 

behaved across the two schools, stemming ultimately from the greater cultural 

heterogeneity of the female peer group in Preschool B (see Section 4.5.2 below for 

more extensive discussion of this point). However, this does not explain the slightly 

depressed rate of tattling for boys in Preschool A, which also contributed to this 

gender/site interaction. It is likely that, as with many behavioural traits in preschools, 

the gender dynamics of tattling is highly sensitive to a large number of features in 

the local social and cultural context (see MacNaughton, 2000). This certainly seems 

to be the case for gender effects in indirect aggression, where no real consensus has 

been reached: some studies have found that girls practise indirect aggression (and 




