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Introduction

• Trusting a stranger can be a risky endeavor. To be able to discriminate between cheaters and cooperators has been an important selection pressure during
phylogenetic development (Tooby & Cosmides, 2010). Expressed gratitude in others might be a discriminating cue between cheaters and cooperators. A
benefactor seeing that a beneficiary expresses gratitude in response to a generous act, can infer the expressed gratitude as a sign of willingness to
reciprocate in the future. Hence, a grateful beneficiary could be seen as a person that is willing to cooperate. In two studies, we examined whether children
aged 3-9 years would use the expressed gratitude from a beneficiary as a cue for trustworthiness.

• In the first study, we hypothesised that a benefactor would believe it to be more likely that a beneficiary expressing gratitude would reciprocate, rather than
one who didn`t express gratitude.

• In the second study, we hypothesised that a benefactor would be more likely to repeat sharing with a beneficiary expressing gratitude, than they would be
with one who didn't expressed gratitude.

Method

• Participants in both studies saw a vignette where they were told a story where
they had drawn two drawings, to two kids that had just started in their
kindergarten/school. One of the kids expressed gratitude and the other did not.

• The participants answered six binominal questions concerning which of the two
beneficiaries they thought would reciprocate (study 1), or with whom they
would repeat shearing (study 2,) within areas such as service, resources,
affiliation, and information. Each question were displayed in random order.

• Responses were collected using a PC with touch screen, by touching either the
grateful or the non-grateful agent (see fig. 1).

Fig. 1: Collecting responses using a touch screen

Fig. 2: Results from study 1, across the whole sample

Fig. 3: Results from study 2, across the whole sample

Results and discussion

• In study 1, 54 children participated (29 girls and 25 boys, mean age = 5.66, SD =
1.60). The analysis revealed a clear tendency across all questions (see fig. 2), that
participants judged the grateful agent as the one they thought would
reciprocate, t(53) = 6.16, p < .001. This results holds for both genders (boys: t(24)
= 4.14, p < .001; girls: t(28) = 4.54, p < .001).

• In study 2, 35 children participated (21 girls and 14 boys, mean age = 5.30, SD =
.84). The analysis revealed that it was more likely that participants would repeat
sharing with a grateful agent rather than a non-grateful agent, t(34) = 3.44, p =
.002. However, this was not the case for every area the participants were asked
who they wanted to repeat sharing with (see fig. 3). The participants were just
as likely to share a secret with a grateful agent as an non-grateful agent.

• Further, the analysis indicated a gender difference. Boys were more likely to
repeat sharing with the grateful agent than the non-grateful agent, within all
areas except information (see fig 4). Girls were only more likely to repeat sharing
with the grateful agent than the non-grateful agent within the area of affiliation
(see fig. 5).

• These studies indicate that expressed gratitude can be used as a signal for whom
to trust. Children at least as young as four years old seem able to discriminate
between a grateful and a non-grateful beneficiary. Following studies will examine;
whether three years old children discriminate between a grateful and a non-
grateful beneficiary, if gratitude is used as a cue for upstream reciprocity, and
whether gratitude is an emotion that is difficult to fake.
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Study 2: With whom they will repeat
sharing
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Fig. 4: Results for boys in study 2 Fig. 5: Results for girls in study 2
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Study 1: Judging who they think will 
reciprocate
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Gratitude is not only the greatest of virtues, but the parent of all the others.

- Cicero


