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Going above and beyond? Early reasoning about which moral acts are best 
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A B S T R A C T   

Philosophers and theologians have long distinguished between acts a good person is obliged to do, and those that 
are supererogatory—going above and beyond what is required. Across three studies (N = 796), we discovered a 
striking developmental difference in intuitions about such acts: while adults view supererogatory actions as 
morally better than obligatory actions, children view fulfilling obligations as morally better. This difference did 
not stem from differing views of what is obligatory—children agreed that supererogatory acts were not required. 
And this difference remained even when the very same actions were framed as either supererogatory or oblig
atory. These findings suggest that the intuition that supererogatory acts are especially morally good might be 
late-emerging and culturally specific.   

Part of being a good person involves fulfilling one's obligations, such 
as keeping promises and supporting friends and family. But there is more 
to moral goodness. Moral exemplars like Mahatma Gandhi and Martin 
Luther King Jr. don't simply follow the rules; they go above and beyond. 
Ordinary people frequently act nobly too; when adults were asked to 
report moral acts that they committed, were a target of, or witnessed, 
they reported many such exceptional actions—helping lost strangers, 
giving money to those less fortunate, returning lost wallets, and standing 
up for others (Hofmann, Wisneski, Brandt, & Skitka, 2014). These kinds 
of morally good acts, both big and small, are referred to as super
erogatory—meaning they are good to do, but we aren't obligated to do 
them (Aquinas, 1648). While the simplest examples of supererogation 
involve actions, as in the examples above; decisions not to act can be 
supererogatory as well. Consider someone who stays silent despite being 
tortured, refusing to divulge the identity of her comrades. Obligations 
can be omissions as well—people are obligated not to steal, not to cheat, 
and so on. 

At least for Western adults, there is a curious asymmetry in how we 
think about negative obligatory and supererogatory acts (i.e., the failure 
to perform these acts) and positive obligatory and supererogatory acts (i. 
e., performing these acts). Typically, failing to fulfill an obligation, such 
as feeding one's children, is viewed as morally bad, and much more so 
than failing to do a supererogatory act, such as giving food to a needy 
stranger. You might expect, then, that positive acts would be the mirror 
image of these judgments—that is, doing the obligatory act—feeding 
one's children—ought to be seen as especially morally good, while doing 
a supererogatory act—feeding the needy stranger—ought to be seen as 

only mildly good. But this is not so: Doing the obligatory act is seen as 
less moral than doing the supererogatory act, not more moral. Some 
even suggest that only supererogatory acts should be judged as morally 
good; as Anderson, Crockett, and Pizarro (2020) put it, “…praise is a 
judgment of moral responsibility directed at agents who have performed 
acts that exceed the call of duty and obligation.” 

This intuitive asymmetry tracks other asymmetries between positive 
and negative moral evaluations—for example, people are more sensitive 
to the severity of negative acts than positive acts, and see more inten
tionality in negative acts than positive acts (Anderson et al., 2020; 
Critcher & Dunning, 2011; Hindriks, 2008; Klein, 2015; Klein & Epley, 
2014; Knobe, 2003a, 2003b; Pizarro, Uhlmann, & Salovey, 2003; Siegel, 
Crockett, & Dolan, 2017). However, this asymmetry diverges sharply 
from the principles of some moral philosophies, particularly utilitari
anism, which tend to favor a complementary relationship between 
judgments of right and wrong—if doing something is very good, then not 
doing that thing is very bad, and vice-versa. If it's particularly good to do 
a supererogatory act, then it should be particularly bad not to do one; if 
it's terrible not to fulfill an obligation, then it should be especially good 
to fulfill it. Indeed, many moral philosophers argue that the very notion 
of supererogatory acts makes little normative sense (e.g., Hale, 1991; 
Muñoz, 2021). 

Nonetheless, this notion, and the corresponding asymmetry, appears 
to be part of our everyday moral intuitions—again, at least for 
contemporary Western adults. Indeed, it may seem that there is no other 
way to think about supererogation and obligation—that this asymmetry 
is built into the definition of supererogatory actions. (Although, note 
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that supererogatory acts are those that are judged to be morally good, 
yet not required. This does not entail that they must be judged as more 
morally good than obligatory acts.) If this asymmetry is part of our 
fundamental moral psychology, we might expect it to be universal and 
early emerging. One approach to exploring this is to investigate the 
developmental trajectory of moral judgments about supererogatory and 
obligatory acts. Do young children distinguish between the two? And if 
so, do they have the same intuitions as adults about which acts are the 
most moral? 

Although there has not been much empirical work examining judg
ments of supererogatory acts, studies suggest that the notion of obliga
tion is central to moral evaluations for both adults and children 
(Tomasello, 2020), especially with regard to obligations created by re
lationships. For example, parents' obligation to help their children is 
recognized across cultures (Haidt & Baron, 1996; Hamilton & Sanders, 
1981; Mammen, Köymen, & Tomasello, 2021; Marshall et al., 2022; 
Miller, Bersoff, & Harwood, 1990). Failing to fulfill these obligations 
leads to condemnation—American adults, as well as children as young 
as seven, judge the failure to fulfill obligations to family and friends as 
more morally wrong than failing to help a stranger (Marshall, Wynn, & 
Bloom, 2020; McManus, Kleiman-Weiner, & Young, 2020), presumably 
because they view the former as obligatory, and the latter as superero
gatory. And children from ages 5 to 13 years old judge it to be more 
obligatory to help an ingroup member than an outgroup member (e.g., 
Weller & Hansen Lagattuta, 2013). 

Other research, however, hints at cultural and developmental dif
ferences in both how certain relationship-based prosocial acts are 
categorized and how they are evaluated. Spokes and Spelke (2016) find 
that 5-year-olds expect siblings to share with one another more so than 
friends, consistent with an understanding that they have a special 
obligation to one another—but younger children lack this intuition. 
Children as young as 4 years also expect others to share more with 
friends than non-friends (and share more with friends than non-friends 
themselves), perhaps reflecting an understanding of differing obliga
tions—but again, younger children did not make this distinction (Paulus 
& Moore, 2014). And while older children have quite sophisticated in
tuitions about what is obligatory and what is supererogatory (e.g., Kahn 
Jr, 1992), Dahl, Gross, and Siefert (2020) found that the majority of 3- to 
5-year-olds categorized all acts of helping others as obligatory, including 
helping their mother clean their room, helping a friend's mother clean 
the friends' room, and even helping a friend steal someone's hat! Miller 
et al. (1990) found that 7-year-olds across the United States and India 
consider helping to be obligatory in high-need situations regardless of 
the relationship between the individuals, but for less important situa
tions, there was a cultural difference—children in the United States 
considered a parent as especially obligated to help but children in India 
considered everyone to be equally obligated. Finally, Marshall et al. 
(2022) find that younger children in Germany, India, Japan, Uganda and 
the United States have a broad tendency to assume that everyone, 
including strangers, is obliged to help someone in need, while adults 
tend to believe that obligation holds only in a narrower set of 
relationships. 

With regard to moral evaluations, Marshall et al. (2020) found, in an 
American sample, that older children and adults judged someone who 
fails to help a friend to be meaner than someone who fails to help a 
stranger. One explanation for this might be that they view helping a 
friend as obligatory, and helping and stranger as supererogatory, and 
they judge failing to fulfill an obligation to be particularly wrong. Again, 
however, there are developmental differences—unlike adults and older 
children, younger children instead viewed an unhelpful stranger as 
meaner. And while adults judged someone who helps a stranger—a 
supererogatory act—as kinder than someone who helps a friend, young 
children showed the opposite pattern (Marshall et al., 2020; Paulus, 
Christner, & Wörle, 2020). 

These findings are consistent with (at least) three possibilities. First, 
it may be that these cultural and developmental differences aren't about 

obligation and supererogation in general, but are specific to the domain 
of social relationships, and reflect different ideas about how we should 
treat family, friends, and strangers. Second, children and adults may 
reason similarly about these two kinds of good acts, but differ in which 
acts they see as obligatory. This wouldn't be so surprising given that the 
categorization of acts into “obligatory” and “supererogatory” is such a 
complex matter—which category an act falls into depends on the act 
itself, the relationship between the individuals, local social norms, and 
much else. Finally, children and adults may perceive obligations and 
supererogation in the same way, but differ in how they morally evaluate 
them. Perhaps they don't show the same asymmetry in moral judgments 
that adults do. 

We investigated these issues in three exploratory studies examining 
how North American children and adults morally evaluate obligatory 
and supererogatory actions. These studies move away from the domain 
of social relationships, exploring moral actions more broadly. The first 
study compared 5- to 8-year-olds and adults' evaluations of characters 
who performed (or did not perform) obligatory and supererogatory ac
tions. The second study focused on morally good actions, and explored 
whether there were differences in which actions each age group saw as 
obligatory. Finally, the third study directly compared children's and 
adult's judgments about two versions of the very same action (such as 
shoveling a neighbor's sidewalk), one in a supererogatory context (i.e., 
doing it just to be nice) and one in an obligatory context (i.e., doing it 
because a parent said you had to). 

The data and materials for all studies are publicly accessible at htt 
ps://osf.io/d9sfw/?view_only=1deeea68eed94f449230a188fc63e2f6. 
The studies reported in this article were not preregistered. All experi
ments were approved by the institutional review board at [blinded]. 

1. Experiment 1 

1.1. Method 

1.1.1. Overview 
Adults and children made moral judgments about eight actions 

designed to be obligatory (e.g., telling the truth) or supererogatory (e.g., 
shoveling a neighbor's driveway). 

1.1.2. Participants 
Eighty children aged 5 to 8 years participated (40 5- and 6-year-olds, 

68% female, mean age = 72 months; 40 7- and 8-year-olds, 55% female, 
mean age = 95 months). Post-hoc power analyses suggest that a sample 
size of 80 participants yields 87% power to detect an interaction be
tween condition and age group, with a η2 effect size as small as 0.03, 
which is considered a small effect. Participants were recruited at a local 
museum. An additional 40 children participated and were excluded due 
to failing at least one warm-up or memory question (N = 32; see below), 
parent or sibling interference (N = 7), or experimental error (N = 1). 
This was a somewhat larger than normal number of exclusions, likely 
due to the museum setting, which is inherently more distracting than a 
lab setting. However, the pattern of results reported below does not 
change if these participants are included. 

We did not collect specific demographic data for children in Exper
iment 1. The city population we sampled is estimated to be comprised of 
the following ethnic groups: 50% White, 13% East Asian, 12% South 
Asian, 9% Black, 7% Southeast Asian, 3% Latin American, 2% West 
Asian, 1% Arab, 0.7% Aboriginal, 1.5% two or more races (Statistics 
Canada, 2016 Census of Population). Demographic data collected for 
Experiment 3 suggests that our participants are likely fairly represen
tative of this diversity. 

Four hundred and thirteen American adults (recruited from Amazon 
Mechanical Turk; 43% female, mean age = 35 years; 75% White/ 
Caucasian, 7% Black/African American, 6% two or more races, 6% 
Hispanic/Latin, 5% Asian, 1% Native American) participated in an on
line survey created in Qualtrics. An additional 93 adults were excluded 
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for incorrectly answering at least one memory question (see below). We 
aimed to test 200 adults per condition, to allow for exclusions due to 
inattentive online participants while preserving a sufficiently large 
sample to detect main effects of our conditions and any interaction be
tween them. 

1.1.3. Procedure 
Participants were asked to make judgments about a series of 8 sce

narios that depicted characters acting morally or immorally. The sce
narios were accompanied by simple cartoon images depicting the action, 
created using the software “Storyboard That” (see Fig. 1 for examples; 
full set provided in linked repository). To introduce the idea that some 
actions are good, some actions are bad, and some actions are neutral (or, 
“just ok”), participants were shown three warm-up scenes depicting a 
morally good action, a morally bad action, and a neutral action, and 
were asked, “Was it good, bad, or just ok that [Michael says please and 
thank you when he is served his dinner/Jenny hits a boy at school/ 
Olivia's t-shirt is the color yellow?]”. Children who answered incorrectly 
were corrected and prompted to repeat the answer given by the exper
imenter. These questions served as a basic check of children's attention 
and understanding of the instructions provided by the experimenter, 
thus if the child failed to correctly repeat the answer, they were excluded 
from analyses (N = 3). Adults were not excluded based on these ques
tions, as comments indicated that adults had justifiable reasons for 
selecting answers other than those we deemed correct. Children took 
approximately 10 min to complete the study; adults proceeded at their 
own pace. 

All participants then saw four scenes representing obligatory actions 
(telling the truth, not stealing, waiting one's turn, not cheating), and four 
scenes representing supererogatory actions (sharing cookies, shoveling a 
neighbor's driveway, donating an ice cream cone, asking a lonely child 
to play). Participants were randomly assigned to either judge either four 
obligatory scenes first, followed by four supererogatory scenes, or vice 
versa, and to view either all positive outcomes, in which all characters 
acted morally, or all negative outcomes, in which all characters acted 
immorally (see Fig. 1). 

After viewing each scene, participants were first asked a memory 
question: “Do you remember what happened in the story? Did [person 
do action]?”. Participants were excluded if they did not answer all 
memory questions correctly (29 children, 93 adults). Participants then 
made a judgment about the moral value of the action: “Was it good, bad, 
or just ok that [person did action]?”. Participants who evaluated the 
action as good or bad were then asked to indicate how good or bad they 
thought the action was, using a scale of gradually sized smiley faces. 
Faces were labeled verbally for children and with text for adults, as “a 
little good/bad”, “medium good/bad”, and “super good/bad”. 

1.2. Results and discussion 

1.2.1. Overview 
Both children and adults judged that failing to do an obligatory act 

was worse than failing to do a supererogatory act. However, children 
viewed fulfilling obligations as more positive than going above and 
beyond, while adults had the opposite view. 

1.2.2. Statistical Approach 
Participants' morality judgments were scored as − 1 [bad], 0 [just 

ok], or + 1 [good], and their severity judgments were scored as 1 [a 
little], 2 [medium], or 3 [super]. These scores were multiplied to obtain 
a score for each action on a 7-point scale, ranging from − 3 (super bad) to 
0 (just ok) to +3 (super good). Since we were interested in the average 
difference in ratings of obligatory actions and supererogatory actions, 
rather than specific differences between scenarios, each participant's 
scores were then averaged to create two overall scores: a morality rating 
for obligatory actions based on the 4 obligatory trials, and a morality 
rating for supererogatory actions based on the 4 supererogatory trials. 

We then conducted an initial 2(Age Group: children; adults) x 2 
(Outcome: positive, negative) x 2(Obligation Type: obligatory, super
erogatory) x 2(Order: supererogatory first, obligatory first) repeated 
measures ANOVA, with Obligation Type as a within-subject variable, 
and Age Group, Outcome, and Order as between-subjects variables.1 

This resulted in three significant two-way interactions, between Obli
gation Type and Age Group, F(2,485) = 74.38, p < .001, η2 = 0.133, 
between Outcome and Age Group, F(2,485) = 18.17, p < .001, η2 =

0.036, and between Outcome and Obligation Type, F(1,485) = 196.76, 
p < .001, η2 = 0.289, as well as a significant 3-way interaction between 
Obligation Type, Age Group, and Order, F(1,485) = 4.32, p = .038, η2 =

0.009. To further explore these results, we examined adults' and chil
dren's moral judgments separately for positive and negative actions. 

1.2.3. Judgments of negative actions 
As expected, adults rated failing to do obligatory actions (M = − 2.27, 

SD = 0.56) as more immoral than failing to do supererogatory actions 
(M = − 0.14, SD = 0.48), t(199) = 45.63, p < .001, d = 3.25, see Fig. 2. 
Failing to do an obligatory action was rated as more immoral than the 
neutral point, t(199) = 57.18, p < .001, d = 4.05. Failing to do a su
pererogatory action was also rated significantly worse than neutral, t 
(199) = 4.20, p < .001, d = 0.29, although adult's judgments were near 
the neutral point (corresponding to “just ok” on our scale), and this was a 
small effect size. The order in which adults judged the obligatory and 
supererogatory actions also affected their judgments of negative actions, 
F(1,198) = 18.11, p < .001, η2 = 0.08, such that they were slightly more 
negative overall when they judged supererogatory actions first. How
ever, the pattern of judgments was the same regardless of order; that is, 
order of presentation did not interact with obligation type, F(1,198) =
2.11, p = .148, η2 = 0.011. See Supplementary Table SM-1 for detailed 
means for both age groups. 

Children showed a similar pattern of judgments about negative ac
tions, although they were overall harsher in their judgments. A 2(Age 
Group: 5- and 6-year-olds; 7- and 8-year-olds) x 2(Obligation Type: 
obligatory, supererogatory) x 2(Order: 1, 2) repeated measures ANOVA 
revealed a main effect of Obligation Type, F(1,38) = 86.81, p < .001, η2 

= 0.71, but no main effect of Age Group, F(1,38) = 3.35, p = .076, η2 =

0.09, and no interaction between Age Group and Obligation Type, F 
(1,38) = 1.33, p = .257, η2 = 0.04.2 Order of presentation affected 
children's judgments in the same way as adults'; they were slightly more 
negative overall when they judged supererogatory actions first, F(1,36) 
= 7.31, p = .010, η2 = 0.169. However as with adults, the pattern of 
judgments was the same regardless of order, F(1,38) = 2.67, p = .111, η2 

= 0.07. 
Also like adults, children rated obligatory actions as significantly 

more immoral than the neutral point, t(39) = 35.83, p < .001, d = 5.64, 
and rated failing to do obligatory actions (M = − 2.54, SD = 0.45) as 
more immoral than failing to do supererogatory actions (M = − 1.33, SD 
= 0.86), t(39) = 9.16, p < .001, d = 1.45. Children also rated super
erogatory actions as more immoral than the neutral point, t(39) = 9.78, 
p < .001, d = 1.55, and judged these actions significantly more harshly 
than adults, t(238) = 12.16, p < .001, d = 2.12. Nevertheless, both 
children and adults viewed the failure to fulfill an obligation as morally 
worse than the failure to perform a supererogatory act. Did they also 
reason similarly about morally good acts? 

1 We note that using mixed model analyses in place of the ANOVAs in Ex
periments 1 and 2, including a random intercept and random slope for the type 
of obligation, lead to the same overall conclusions as the analyses reported in 
the paper.  

2 We designed our samples and planned our analyses using a younger and 
older age group, as described here. However, we also ran an exploratory 
analysis using children's age in months as a continuous variable. We again 
found no effect of a child's age on their judgments, and no interactions with age. 
See Supplementary Material for further detail. 
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1.2.4. Judgments of positive actions 
Unlike with bad acts, we found a striking developmental difference 

in judgments about morally good acts. Both adults and children rated 
both obligatory and supererogatory actions as more morally good than 
the neutral point, all ps < 0.001, see Fig. 2. However, adults rated the 
supererogatory actions (M = 2.54, SD = 0.58) as more moral than the 
obligatory actions (M = 1.93, SD = 1.05), t(212) = − 8.56, p < .001, d =
0.58, while children at all ages tended to rate the obligatory actions (M 
= 2.27, SD = 0.83) as more moral than the supererogatory actions (M =
1.91, SD = 0.92), t(39) = 1.95, p = .059, d = 0.31. While this difference 
did not reach the level of statistical significance, a 2(Age Group: chil
dren; adults) x 2(Obligation Type: obligatory, supererogatory) x 2 
(Order: supererogatory first, obligatory first) repeated measures ANOVA 
revealed a significant interaction between Age Group and Obligation 

Type, F(2,250) = 13.94, p < .001, η2 = 0.100, suggesting that children 
reason about the moral worth of these two types of acts quite differently 
than adults. There was again no difference in moral judgments between 
our two age groups of children, F(1,38) = 2.40, p = .130, η2 = 0.059. 
There were also no main effects of the order of presentation, all ps >
0.21, however adults were slightly more negative about obligatory ac
tions when they judged supererogatory actions first, F(1,211) = 4.84, p 
= .029, η2 = 0.022. See Supplementary Material Table SM-1 for detailed 
means for both age groups. 

Do children's judgments differ because they have different views 
than adults about which actions are obligatory, or do they see the same 
obligations as adults, but consider it more important to fulfill one's ob
ligations than to go above and beyond what is asked? 

Fig. 1. Experiment 1. Example stimuli and script.  

Fig. 2. Experiment 1. Children's and adult's morality ratings of obligatory and supererogatory actions. Error bars indicate standard error of the mean.  
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2. Experiment 2 

2.1. Method 

2.1.1. Overview 
Adults and children judged whether the morally good actions from 

Experiment 1, along with four new neutral actions, were obligatory, and 
children again judged whether these actions were good, bad, or neutral. 

2.1.2. Participants 
Eighty children aged 5- to 8 years participated (40 5- and 6-year- 

olds, 40% female, mean age = 73 months; 40 7- and 8-year-olds, 55% 
female, mean age = 94 months). Participants were recruited through a 
lab database, or at local museums and outdoor events. An additional 8 
children participated and were excluded due parent or sibling interfer
ence (5) or experimental error (3). 

We did not collect specific demographic data for children in Exper
iment 2. The city population we sampled is estimated to be comprised of 
the following ethnic groups: 50% White, 13% East Asian, 12% South 
Asian, 9% Black, 7% Southeast Asian, 3% Latin American, 2% West 
Asian, 1% Arab, 0.7% Aboriginal, 1.5% two or more races (Statistics 
Canada, 2016 Census of Population). Demographic data collected for 
Experiment 3 suggests that our participants are fairly representative of 
this diversity. 

We also collected data from 101 American adults to validate our 
categorization of each scenario as obligatory, supererogatory, or per
sonal choice. Forty-two adults were excluded for incorrectly answering 
the memory question (see below), leaving 59 adults in the final sample 
(51% female, mean age = 36 years; 85% White/Caucasian, 8% Black/ 
African American, 3% two or more races, 2% Hispanic/Latin, 2% Asian). 
However, the pattern of results does not change if the excluded partic
ipants are included. 

2.1.3. Procedure 
Participants were presented with 12 scenes depicting characters 

deciding whether or not to do a certain action. Participants viewed the 
same four obligatory scenarios and four supererogatory scenarios as in 
the positive outcome condition of Experiment 1, however, because we 
observed some small effects of which action type was judged first in 
Experiment 1, in Experiment 2 we presented the obligatory and super
erogatory actions intermixed in one of two fixed orders (see Supple
mentary Material for details). The accompanying narration was revised 
slightly, so that each character was described as having two options: to 
do a morally good action, or not to do it. The goal of this addition was to 
help make the negative contrast clear. That is, perhaps children judged 
that supererogatory actions were less morally good in Experiment 1 
because they weren't considering the alternative action in the same way 
as they were for obligatory actions. If so, including this contrast might 
help children to evaluate these actions more similarly to adults. All 
scenes ended with the character choosing the morally good action. 

To create a baseline of neutral actions with which to compare these 
judgments, we also interspersed four scenes depicting a character 
deciding between two amoral actions (wearing a red or yellow shirt, 
drawing a dolphin or a turtle, going ice skating or watching a movie, 
doing math first or reading first). For each scene, child participants rated 
the morality of the character's action using the same test questions as in 
Experiment 1. Children were then asked to indicate whether they 
thought the action was obligatory (i.e., “Did [person] have to do that or 
would it be ok if they [did the opposite]?”). See Fig. 3 for example 
stimuli. 

To validate that the scenarios would be interpreted by adults as we 
intended, a group of adult participants viewed the same 12 scenes and 
judged whether the action was obligatory (as above). Adults viewed the 
12 scenes in randomized order, and were required to answer multiple- 
choice memory questions (i.e., “What did [the person] do”) that acted 
as an attention check. If adults answered incorrectly, they were excluded 

from the analysis (N = 42). 

2.2. Results and discussion 

2.2.1. Overview 
Like adults, children only viewed obligatory actions as obligatory, 

and viewed supererogatory and neutral acts as optional. Despite this, 
children again judged good obligatory acts to be more moral than su
pererogatory acts. 

2.2.2. Children's moral judgments 
Experiment 2 included a replication of children's moral judgments 

about positive outcomes, in part because we observed a borderline sig
nificant difference in children's judgments of obligatory and superero
gatory actions in Experiment 1, in the opposite direction from that of 
adults. As in Experiment 1, children's moral judgments were averaged, 
creating a score out of 3 for the four obligatory trials, the four super
erogatory trials, and the four neutral choice trials. An initial omnibus 
analysis including the order of presentation showed no effects of order, 
all ps > 0.119, so we collapsed all analyses across this variable. We 
conducted an initial 2(Age Group: 5- and 6-year-olds; 7- and 8-year-olds) 
x 3(Obligation Type: obligatory, supererogatory, neutral) repeated 
measures ANOVA, with Obligation Type as a within-subject variable, 
and Age Group as a between-subjects variable. As in Experiment 1, there 
was no main effect of Age Group, F(1,78) = 3.90, p = .052, η2 = 0.05, 
and no interaction between Obligation Type and Age Group, F(2,156) =
2.42, p = .093 η2 = 0.03.3 

Supporting the trend observed in Experiment 1, here we observed a 
significant main effect of Obligation Type, F(2,156) = 77.49, p < .001, 
η2 = 0.50, see Fig. 3. Children of all ages rated obligatory actions (M =
2.26, SD = 0.96) as more morally good than supererogatory actions (M 
= 1.43, SD = 1.18), t(79) = 7.20, p < .001, d = 0.81, which in turn were 
rated as more morally good than neutral actions (M = 0.65, SD = 0.89), t 
(79) = 5.67, p < .001, d = 0.64. These findings strengthened the results 
of Experiment 1, in that children rated obligatory actions as more 
morally good than supererogatory actions, and here we see a much 
larger effect, possibly due to the additional obligation questions high
lighting the obligatory or supererogatory nature of each action. 

2.2.3. Obligation judgments 
We next examined children's judgments about whether each action 

was obligatory by comparing them to the judgments of an adult sample. 
Because each participant contributed four dichotomous responses for 
each Obligation Type, we performed a binary logistic generalized esti
mation equation (GEE) with Age Group (children, adults) as a between- 
subjects factor and Obligation Type (supererogatory, obligatory, 
neutral) as a within-subjects factor. An omnibus analysis showed no 
effects or interactions with order, all ps > 0.160, so we collapsed all 
analyses across this variable. As expected, there was a main effect of 
Obligation Type, χ2(2) = 162.11, p < .001, validating our initial cate
gorizing of these scenarios into obligatory, supererogatory, and neutral 
(see Fig. 4). 

The results also suggest that children perceived obligation in similar 
actions as adults. Actions intended to be obligatory were judged to be 
obligatory at greater than chance rates by both adults, 93%, χ2(1) =
40.54, p < .001 and children, 86%, χ2(1) = 47.70, p < .001. Actions 

3 We designed our samples and planned our analyses using a younger and 
older age group, as described here. However, we also ran an exploratory 
analysis using children's age in months as a continuous variable. Here we found 
a main effect of age, and an interaction between age and obligation type. Age 
did not impact judgments of neutral actions, however children judged both 
supererogatory and obligatory actions more positively with age. Thus, children 
at all ages showed the same overall pattern of results. See Supplementary 
Material for further detail. 
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Fig. 3. Experiment 2. Children's moral judgments of obligatory, supererogatory, and neutral actions. Error bars indicate standard error of the mean.  

Fig. 4. Experiment 2. Adult's and children's judgments of whether obligatory, supererogatory, and neutral actions were obligatory. Error bars indicate standard error 
of the mean. 
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intended to be supererogatory were judged non-obligatory at greater 
than chance rates by both adults, 6%, χ2(1) = 46.64, p < .001 and 
children, 31%, χ2(1) = 19.82, p < .001. Actions intended to be neutral 
matters of personal choice were also judged non-obligatory at greater 
than chance rates by both adults, 2%, χ2(1) = 16.21, p < .001 and 
children, 15%, χ2(1) = 61.68, p < .001. 

Although children's pattern of obligation judgments matched that of 
adults, we observed that, consistent with previous findings (e.g., Dahl 
et al., 2020), children were overall more likely to rate actions as oblig
atory than adults, χ2(1) = 6.47, p = .011. There was also a significant 
interaction between Age Group and Obligation Type, χ2(2) = 18.68, p <
.001. For adults, obligatory actions were judged more obligatory than 
supererogatory actions, χ2(1) = 98.55, p < .001, while supererogatory 
actions and neutral actions were judged equally non-obligatory, χ2(1) =
2.03, p = .154. Children also judged obligatory actions to be more 
obligatory than supererogatory actions, χ2(1) = 65.46, p < .001, and 
judged supererogatory actions to be more obligatory than neutral ac
tions, χ2(1) = 16.84, p < .001. While children and adults were equally 
likely to rate obligatory actions as obligatory, χ2(1) = 2.23, p = .135, 
children were more likely to rate supererogatory, χ2(1) = 19.81, p <
.001, and neutral actions, χ2(1) = 5.08, p = .024, as obligatory than were 
adults. 

As with the moral judgments in Experiments 1 and 2, we did not 
observe on overall difference in judgments between the two age groups 
of children, χ2(1) = 1.83, p = .176. However, here age group interacted 
with obligation type, χ2(2) = 11.81, p = .003.4 Although both age groups 
of children showed the same general pattern of obligation judgments, 
older children were more likely to judge obligatory actions as obligatory 
than younger children, χ2(1) = 4.11, p = .043, while younger children 
were more likely to judge neutral actions as obligatory than older chil
dren, χ2(1) = 10.52, p < .001. The two ages groups did not differ in their 
judgments of supererogatory actions, χ2(1) = 2.97, p = .085. 

Both children and adults strongly felt that one “had to” do obligatory 
actions, and that “it would have been ok not to” do supererogatory ac
tions. Thus, it seems that children's moral judgments reflect a view that 
it is more morally good to do what one is obligated to do than to do an 
unnecessary morally good action. 

2.2.4. Children's moral judgments using their own obligation judgments 
Although children largely viewed the actions we intended to be 

obligatory as obligatory, and the actions we intended to be superero
gatory as supererogatory, there were nonetheless some children who did 
not make the majority judgment. Overall, children judged 86% of 
obligatory actions to be obligatory, and 69% of supererogatory actions 
to be supererogatory. This allowed us to conduct an exploratory analysis 
to examine how children morally evaluated each type of action based on 
their individual assessment of whether it was obligatory. This analysis 
found that children judged those actions they categorized as obligatory 
to be more morally good (M = 2.24, SD = 1.02) than those actions they 
judged to be supererogatory (M = 1.28, SD = 1.30), t(67) = 6.00, p <
.001. (Note that 12 children were removed from this analysis because 
they categorized all actions the same way, and so their scores could not 
be compared.) Thus, examining children's judgments based on their own 
categorizations leads to an even larger difference in means (Mdiff = 0.96) 
than examining these judgments based on our a priori categorization of 
the scenarios (Mdiff = 0.83). These results suggest that children legiti
mately view actions they deem to be obligatory as more morally good 

than actions they deem to be supererogatory. 

3. Experiment 3 

3.1. Method 

3.1.1. Overview 
To create a strong test of whether children really judge obligatory 

acts to be morally superior to supererogatory acts, Experiment 3 asked 
participants to make a forced choice about which of two identical good 
actions—one described as obligatory and one described as super
erogatory—was morally superior. 

3.1.2. Participants 
Eighty children aged 5- to 8 years participated (40 5- and 6-year- 

olds, 52.5% female, mean age = 72 months; 40 7- and 8-year-olds, 
40.0% female, mean age = 96 months; 39% Asian, 35% White/Cauca
sian, 16% two or more races, 1% Black/African American, 1% Hispanic/ 
Latin, 8% did not provide demographic information). Participants were 
recruited through a lab database or at a local museum. An additional 4 
children participated and were excluded due to failing at least one 
memory question (2), parental interference (1), or experimenter error 
(1). 

We again recruited a sample of American adults for comparison, 
using Amazon Mechanical Turk, and an online survey created in Qual
trics. Due to the large number of exclusions for inattention in the pre
vious experiment, we set the sample size somewhat higher for 
Experiment 3, at 120. Forty-six adults were excluded for incorrectly 
answering at least one memory question (see below), leaving 84 adults 
(46.43% females, mean age = 36.29 years; 77% White/Caucasian, 13% 
two or more races, 4% Hispanic/Latin, 4% Asian, 2% Black/African 
American) in the final sample. The pattern of results does not change if 
these participants are included. 

3.1.3. Procedure 
All participants saw 4 pairs of scenes depicting characters doing a 

morally good action (see Fig. 5), presented in randomized order. Each 
pair was based on one of the supererogatory actions from the previous 
experiments. One scene in the pair was identical to the scenes shown in 
Experiments 1 and 2, in which a child performs a supererogatory action 
of their own accord. The other scene in each pair was identical, except 
that it contained an adult figure, who instructed the child to perform the 
action (see Chernyak & Kushnir, 2014, for evidence that 5-year-olds 
view requests by authority figures as obligatory). The scenes were 
counterbalanced between participants for which character was depicted 
doing each action. 

Participants first answered a memory question identifying which 
character had to do the action and which one did not have to do the 
action. If child participants answered incorrectly, the experimenter 
corrected them and repeated the description of each scene, and the 
memory question. Children who answered incorrectly a second time 
were excluded (N = 2), however including these children does not 
change the pattern of results reported below. Adults who failed at least 
one of the comprehension questions were excluded without correction 
(N = 46). Participants were then asked which character they thought 
was morally better: “Both of these kids did something good right? They 
both [did the action]. But who do you think was more good?” 

3.2. Results and discussion 

3.2.1. Overview 
Even when forced to choose between of two identical actions framed 

as either supererogatory (a child shoveling a neighbor's driveway out of 
kindness) or obligatory (a child shoveling a neighbor's driveway because 
her mother told her to), younger children judged that the obligatory 
action was morally superior, while adults continued to view the 

4 We designed our samples and planned our analyses using a younger and 
older age group, as described here. However, we also ran an exploratory 
analysis using children's age in months as a continuous variable. Here we found 
no main effect of age, but a significant interaction between age and obligation 
type. Age did not impact judgments of obligatory actions, however children 
judged both supererogatory and neutral actions to be less obligatory with age. 
See Supplementary Material for further detail. 
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supererogatory action as morally superior, and older children were in 
between. 

3.2.2. Statistical approach 
Because each participant contributed a dichotomous response on 

each of the four consecutive trials, we conducted a binary logistic 
generalized estimating equation (GEE) with Age Group (children, 
adults) as a between-subjects factor and Scenario (shoveling, playing, 
sharing, donating) as a within-subject factor to examine which character 
participants chose as “more good”. 

There was no main effect of Scenario, χ2(3) = 1.73, p = .630, and no 
significant interaction between Age Group and Scenario, χ2(3) = 4.69, p 
= .196. However, there was a main effect of Age Group χ2(1) = 34.57, p 
< .001. Interestingly, unlike in Experiments 1 and 2, here we also see a 
significant difference in the moral judgments of our two age groups of 
children, χ2(1) = 20.73, p < .001.5 To explore this, we separately 
examined the preferences of younger children, older children, and 
adults. 

3.2.3. Forced-choice moral judgments 
As in Experiments 1 and 2, younger children evaluated obligatory 

actions as “more good” than supererogatory actions, M = 1.25 (choices 
of supererogatory character, out of 4 trials), SD = 1.53, χ2(1) = 26.74, p 
< .001, see Fig. 5. In this forced-choice paradigm, older children now 
judged supererogatory actions to be more moral than obligatory actions, 
M = 3.15, SD = 1.54, χ2(1) = 166.94, p < .001, and did so to a greater 
extent than younger children, χ2(1) = 30.63, p < .001. However, chil
dren at this age were still more likely than adults to view the obligatory 
actor as morally superior, χ2(1) = 7.27, p = .007, while adults were 
nearly unanimous in choosing the supererogatory actor for all compar
isons, M = 3.83, SD = 0.63, χ2(1) = 3079.72, p < .001. 

4. General discussion 

Across three experiments, we explored the development of moral 
intuitions about supererogatory and obligatory actions. In the first two 
experiments, adults tended to judge supererogatory actions as more 
morally good, while 5- to 8-year-olds tended to judge obligatory actions 
as more morally good (showing a non-significant trend in Experiment 1 
and a larger significant effect in Experiment 2). We replicated this dif
ference between younger children and adults in Experiment 3 as well, 
when these actions were directly compared using a forced-choice 
method. In this study, unlike the others, the older children favored su
pererogatory actions, though still significantly less so than adults. We 
didn't predict this difference and can only speculate about its cau
se—perhaps for reasons that are unclear, directly comparing the actions 
led the older children to think about them in a more adult-like way. 

Critically, though, the developmental difference between young 
children and adults remained consistent across three experiments, 
including when participants were judging the very same positive action 
framed as either obligatory or supererogatory (Experiment 3). This 
difference cannot be explained as a consequence of children being 
confused about the nature of supererogatory acts—like adults, they 
appreciate their optional nature (Experiment 2). Why do children and 
adults differ in their overall assessment of obligatory and supererogatory 
actions? We see at least two possible explanations for this develop
mental pattern. 

First, children might be taking an additive approach to moral judg
ment. That is, they view shoveling a neighbor's driveway as morally 
good, and they also view doing as one is told—or, more generally, 
following the rules—as morally good, and these goods add up. Obliga
tory actions are thus judged to be more morally good than supereroga
tory ones; both actors get moral “points” for the action itself, but the 
obligatory actor gets additional “points” for fulfilling their obligation 
(see Starmans and Bloom (2016) for a similar “points”-based account of 
developmental differences in the moral evaluation of temptation). 

Second, like adults (e.g., Rozin & Royzman, 2001), children may be 
prone to think about morality in terms of negative actions—but unlike 
adults, they might further assume that moral judgments should be 
symmetrical. Since stealing is very bad, not stealing must be very good. 
Since not sharing is only a little bad, sharing must be only a little good. 
This assumption would build on children's adult-like pattern of judg
ments about morally bad actions to create a non-adult-like pattern of 
judgments about morally good actions, suggesting that children see 
obligatory acts as kinder than supererogatory acts because failing to do 
an obligatory act is worse than failing to do a supererogatory one. 

Put differently, children may be reasoning in terms of the conse
quence or importance of moral action or inaction, essentially asking how 
the world would be different if things were different. Again, this is not 
how adults do it—we recognize, for instance, that the consequences 
would be terrible if someone failed to feed their baby, but this does not 
lead us to view the act as especially good (although adults did judge 
obligatory actions to be moderately good, which is perhaps more posi
tive than one might have expected). We note a certain irony here; there 
is a rich debate over the capacities of young children to engage in 

Fig. 5. Experiment 3. Children's and adults' judgments of whether obligatory or 
supererogatory actions were morally superior. Error bars indicate standard 
error of the mean. 

5 We designed our samples and planned our analyses using a younger and 
older age group, as described here. However, we also ran an exploratory 
analysis using children's age in months as a continuous variable. Similar to the 
main analysis, this revealed a main effect of age, such that with increasing age 
children were more likely to select the supererogatory character. See Supple
mentary Material for further detail. 
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counterfactual reasoning (see Rafetseder & Perner, 2014 for a discus
sion). If the above proposal is correct, it would imply that the children in 
our studies relied more on counterfactual reasoning to inform their 
moral judgments than adults did. 

Both of these accounts involve thought processes that might be 
entirely rational. Under the first hypothesis, children form their moral 
judgments by adding up the value of different aspects of these acts, 
hardly an unreasonable approach. Under the second hypothesis, chil
dren's judgments exhibit a pleasing symmetry, one implicit in certain 
philosophical theories of morality, such as utilitarianism, in which there 
is no principled difference between failing to do good and doing bad, 
and the notion of a supererogatory act has no meaning (see Fritts & 
Miller, 2020). Furthermore, the notion that fulfilling one's obligation is 
morally praiseworthy, deserving of extra credit, hardly reflects imma
ture thought. It is a tenet of many developed moral and religious views, 
such as Confucianism (e.g., Kim, 2016; Slingerland, 2014). 

Perhaps the intuition that children lack—that there is something 
particularly morally good about doing good acts that one is not obli
gated to do—is actually the harder view to justify. At minimum, this 
intuition might not be universal. As discussed in the introduction, there 
is cross-cultural variation in judgments about obligations, such as what 
is owed to family, and whether strangers are obligated to help (Dahl 
et al., 2020; Marshall et al., 2022; Miller et al., 1990). We suggest that 
the special reverence for the supererogatory may show similar cross- 
cultural variation. On this view, children may universally appreciate 
the importance of fulfilling one's obligations. In some cultures, they will 
notice at some point in development (perhaps around the age of 7 or 8 as 
suggested by the age trend in Experiment 3) that going beyond these 
obligations is seen as even more morally good, and ultimately they will 
come to adopt this attitude themselves. This proposal meshes well other 
research programs that suggest that the moral reasoning of individuals 
in WEIRD (Western Educated Industrialized Rich Democracies) differs 
systematically from those of individuals in the rest of the world (e.g., 
Amir & McAuliffe, 2020; Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). 

One main limitation of the current studies is that they don't directly 
address this hypothesis; we only test Western participants. And there are 
other limitations as well. We asked children and adults to morally 
evaluate the actions—were they “good, bad, or just ok”—but further 
work should unpack these moral judgments. Were our participants 
responding to the moral importance of the acts (in the sense of the 
impact that these actions have on people's lives); to the perceived 
character of the actors; or to intuitions of praiseworthiness and blame
worthiness in some way independent of these other considerations? 
Finally, there is the question of how these intuitions about supereroga
tory and obligatory acts interact with other asymmetries in moral 
judgments, such as seeing negative acts as more severe and more 
intentional than positive acts (e.g., Anderson et al., 2020; Critcher & 
Dunning, 2011; Hindriks, 2008; Klein, 2015; Klein & Epley, 2014; 
Knobe, 2003a, 2003b; Pizarro et al., 2003; Siegel et al., 2017). 

In sum, our results here reveal intriguing developmental differences 
in judgments about supererogatory and obligatory actions, and lead to 
the prediction that future research may uncover some striking cultural 
differences as well. 
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Muñoz, D. (2021). Three paradoxes of supererogation. Noûs, 55(3), 699–716. 
Paulus, M., Christner, N., & Wörle, M. (2020). The normative status of friendship: Do 

young children enforce sharing with friends and appreciate reasonable partiality? 
Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 194, Article 104826. 

Paulus, M., & Moore, C. (2014). The development of recipient-dependent sharing 
behavior and sharing expectations in preschool children. Developmental Psychology, 
50(3), 914–921. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034169 

Pizarro, D., Uhlmann, E., & Salovey, P. (2003). Asymmetry in judgments of moral blame 
and praise: The role of perceived metadesires. Psychological Science, 14(3), 267–272. 

Rafetseder, E., & Perner, J. (2014). Counterfactual reasoning: Sharpening conceptual 
distinctions in developmental studies. Child Development Perspectives, 8(1), 54–58. 

Rozin, P., & Royzman, E. B. (2001). Negativity bias, negativity dominance, and 
contagion. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 5(4), 296–320. 

Siegel, J. Z., Crockett, M. J., & Dolan, R. J. (2017). Inferences about moral character 
moderate the impact of consequences on blame and praise. Cognition, 167, 201–211. 

Slingerland, E. (2014). Trying not to try: The art and science of spontaneity. Random House.  
Spokes, A. C., & Spelke, E. S. (2016). Children’s expectations and understanding of 

kinship as a social category. Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 440. 
Starmans, C., & Bloom, P. (2016). When the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak: 

Developmental differences in judgments about inner moral conflict. Psychological 
Science, 27(11), 1498–1506. 

Statistics Canada. (2016). Focus on geography series, 2016 census: Toronto, City (CSD). 
Ontario: Immigration and Ethnocultural diversity.  

Tomasello, M. (2020). The moral psychology of obligation. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 
43, Article e56. 

Weller, D., & Hansen Lagattuta, K. (2013). Helping the in-group feels better: Children’s 
judgments and emotion attributions in response to prosocial dilemmas. Child 
Development, 84(1), 253–268. 

U. Khan et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0130
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0135
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034169
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0150
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0150
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0155
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0155
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0180
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0180
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0185
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0185
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0190
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0190
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0010-0277(23)00078-1/rf0190

	Going above and beyond? Early reasoning about which moral acts are best
	1 Experiment 1
	1.1 Method
	1.1.1 Overview
	1.1.2 Participants
	1.1.3 Procedure

	1.2 Results and discussion
	1.2.1 Overview
	1.2.2 Statistical Approach
	1.2.3 Judgments of negative actions
	1.2.4 Judgments of positive actions


	2 Experiment 2
	2.1 Method
	2.1.1 Overview
	2.1.2 Participants
	2.1.3 Procedure

	2.2 Results and discussion
	2.2.1 Overview
	2.2.2 Children's moral judgments
	2.2.3 Obligation judgments
	2.2.4 Children's moral judgments using their own obligation judgments


	3 Experiment 3
	3.1 Method
	3.1.1 Overview
	3.1.2 Participants
	3.1.3 Procedure

	3.2 Results and discussion
	3.2.1 Overview
	3.2.2 Statistical approach
	3.2.3 Forced-choice moral judgments


	4 General discussion
	Credit author statement
	Open data and materials
	Credit author statement
	Funding
	Data availability
	Appendix A Supplementary data
	References


