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ABSTRACT. Theory of mind is the ability that allows us to decipher human 
behavior by understanding the desires, beliefs, intentions, and motivations of 
others and our own. It also permits us to predict others’ behavior and model 
our own in order to act morally toward others. Moral judgment (the ability to 
appraise whether an intention or the outcome of an action is good or bad) 
involves mental state understanding, especially when detecting other’s 
intentions. Because the relationship between theory of mind and moral judgment 
in early and middle childhood is far from being clearly understood, we conducted 
a scoping review that allowed us to advance valuable avenues for future 
research. Of the 34 papers initially identified in five databases (Google Scholar, 
Web of Science, Scopus, PsycInfo, and ResearchGate), 20 studies were eligible 
and analyzed concerning their main results and the assessments used for both 
theory of mind and moral judgment. Most studies reported a direct relationship 
(one study identifying even bidirectional links) between the two variables of 
interest. A discussion regarding the implications and future directions is put 
forward to advance research in children’s understanding of their worlds 
(internal and external) in a socio-moral way.  
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Introduction 
 

Very early on, as they enter preschool, children are faced with the 
complex nature of social interactions and have plenty of opportunities to witness 
moral transgressions (e.g., hitting, exclusion from play, unwillingness to share, 
rule-breaking, and teasing). In order to make accurate moral judgments, 
representing evaluations if someone’s intentions or their actions and outcomes 
are wrong or right) and to flexibly respond to transgressions, they need to 
correctly assess complex situational information. Children must consider both 
transgressor’s and victim’s mental states, the outcomes, and even the level of 
negligence behind the action (Margoni & Surian, 2020; Nobes et al., 2009).  

Recent research offers a more specific and differentiated theory of 
morality than Kohlberg’s global stage model (1969), highlighting the importance 
of investigating the socio-cognitive components of moral behavior. This model 
proposes that moral development emerges from a self-oriented, pre-moral level 
(stages 1 and 2), and advances through a group-conventional level (stages 3 and 
4) until it reaches a justice level (stages 5 and 6). A theory that complements 
Kohlberg’s model is the Social Domain Theory (Nucci, 2001; Smetana, 2006; 
Turiel, 2006) which proposes that morality consists of three domains of social 
knowledge (moral, societal, and psychological) and is built out of social 
interactions. Empirical research has demonstrated that these three types of 
knowledge coexist within individuals and are essential tools for evaluating 
straightforward and complex situations (Killen & Rutland, 2011; Smetana, 2011; 
Turiel, 2006). Thus, the evaluation and interpretation of social events involve 
three types of reasoning: moral reasoning (physical and psychological harm; 
issues of fairness, equality, and justice), societal reasoning (concerns about 
conventions and social institutions, group norms and group functioning, 
traditions, and cultural rituals), and psychological reasoning (concerns with 
identity and autonomy, personal goals and individual prerogatives; Nucci, 2001).  

The current review focuses only on the first type (moral reasoning) and 
its relationship with theory of mind (ToM; the ability to infer other people’s 
desires, beliefs, and intentions; Wellman & Liu, 2004) since recent research has 
highlighted the importance of mental states understanding in moral cognition 
(Chakroff & Young, 2015; Young & Tsoi, 2013). The aim of this scoping review 
is to highlight the complex nature of the relationship between moral judgment 
and ToM and to propose future research directions that could fill the existing 
gaps in the literature.  

Children’s moral judgment progressively improves from age 3 onward 
(for a review, see Smetana et al., 2018), as children undergo rapid cognitive 
development. The ability to coordinate acts, intentions, and outcomes is 
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sustained by cognitive gains in children’s information-processing skills that are 
visible between 3 and 7 years of age (Zelazo et al., 1996). After the age of 7, a 
more advanced ToM form develops, interpretive theory of mind (iToM, 
understanding that people’s beliefs represent interpretation of information; 
Carpendale & Chandler, 1996; Lalonde & Chandler, 2002) that allows children 
to have a more profound social understanding. A child with iToM should be able 
to recognize both the RECIPIENT (the one needing help) and the AGENT (the 
one in a position of offering help) interpret the context from their individual 
perspective, and there might be a conflict between these two points of view. 
This complex understanding has great implications for moral judgment but the 
link between iToM and children’s moral judgment needs further investigation 
(Harari & Weinstock, 2021). 

Two essential components of moral reasoning are the ability to distinguish 
intentional from accidental actions and the ability to differentiate between 
positively and negatively valenced outcomes. A typical moral judgment task 
requires children to evaluate the acceptability / wrongness of an act (“When 
[AGENT] offered [RECIPIENT] the box, was [AGENT] doing a good thing, a bad 
thing, or just okay?”) performed with intent or by accident and then assign an 
amount of punishment or reward to account for that action (“Should [AGENT] 
get in a lot of trouble, a little trouble, or no trouble?” Ochoa et al., 2022a). 
Punishment judgment refers to the act of imposing consequences on individuals 
who cause harm or deviate from societal norms (Cushman, 2008). Children 
expect wrongdoers to be penalized (Kenward & Osth, 2012) and they punish 
selfish peers both when they are directly affected and when a another has 
suffered injustice (Vaish et al., 2011). When children’s moral judgment focuses 
mostly on intentions, their punishment judgments also become substantially 
more intent-based (Nobes et al., 2016). 

In order to make accurate moral judgments, children need to be able to 
differentiate between intentional harm (when someone causes a negative 
outcome having a negative intention), accidental harm (when someone causes 
a negative outcome having a neutral or positive intention), and attempted harm 
(when someone causes nothing even though had the intention to cause harm). 
In order to be successful at this task, children need to manage to inhibit the 
outcome information and to focus primarily on the intention information. 
During preschool, children’s moral judgments develop at an accelerated pace, 
with an important shift occurring from outcome-based moral judgment to 
intent-based moral judgment (Zelazo et al., 1996; see Margoni & Surian, 2016b 
for a review). In outcome-based moral judgments, children’s evaluations rely 
on the consequences of an action, such as the victim’s emotional distress cues 
in the case of harmful actions. Conversely, in intent-based moral judgments, 
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evaluations rely on the agent’s mental states, which allows for distinguishing 
between intentional and accidental actions, and also between types of motives 
for performing an action (having good or bad intentions). For example, 3-year-
olds tend to condemn the prosocial agent who accidentally performed an action 
that resulted in a negative outcome, suggesting that they focus more on the 
consequences of that act, rather than on the absence of a bad intention 
(Cushman et al., 2013; Margoni & Surian, 2017).  

According to the dual-process model (Cushman, 2008, 2013; Cushman 
et al., 2013) act evaluations are mostly generated by the intent-based process 
(relying especially on mental states information), while the punishment 
evaluations are generated by both intent-based and outcome-based processes 
(relying on both mental states information and other consequences factors). 
Thus, these two types of moral evaluations (act and punishment judgments) are 
supported by two distinct underlying processes, rather than a developmental 
replacement of the outcome-based evaluations by the intent-based evaluations. 
When intentions and outcomes are in direct opposition to one another (good 
intentions - negative outcomes) children within this age range often struggle to 
coordinate such competing information (D’Esterre et al., 2019). This difficulty 
could stem from the fact that the outcome of an action - unlike the intentions - 
is immediately visible and does not need to be inferred. Supporting this 
hypothesis are results showing that young children are able to take intent into 
account when the agent’s mental states are explicitly presented (Baird & 
Astington, 2004; Nelson, 1980). In addition, children with a higher ToM ability 
evaluate the moral quality of an action more accurately (if the actor has a good 
or a bad intention) (Dunn et al., 2000; Fu et al., 2014; Killen et al., 2011). 
Developmental changes in ToM are associated with intent-based moral judgment 
(Killen et al., 2011). These results indirectly suggest that ToM could be an 
important developmental socio-cognitive mechanism that supports the shift 
from outcome-to-intent in young children’s sociomoral evaluations.  

ToM skills involve progressive abilities that enable inference of other’s 
mental states at different levels of recursive thinking (first-order ToM, Lisa 
thinks X; second-order ToM, Lisa thinks Anna thinks X), helping to understand 
the complexity of human social interactions (Rakoczy, 2022). In addition, a 
more complex ToM understanding, also called “morally-relevant” ToM (MoToM; 
Killen et al., 2011) enables children to intersect their mental states understanding 
and their moral reasoning in complex social and moral contexts. In the seminal 
study of Killen et al. (2011), a MoToM task was developed to see if and when 
children detect the intentions of an accidental transgressor (a child wanting to 
help the teacher clean the classroom throws away a classmate’s bag, thinking it 

https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=13305296,2532612&pre=&pre=&suf=&suf=&sa=0,0
https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=13305296,2532612&pre=&pre=&suf=&suf=&sa=0,0
https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=10940734&pre=&suf=&sa=0
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contained garbage, when instead it contained a highly desirable item - a 
classmate’s cupcake). The participants are asked (1) a contents false belief 
question (“What did the teacher’s helper think was in the bag?”); (2) an 
intention question (“When the teacher’s helper threw out the bag, did he/she 
think he/she was doing something that was all right or not all right?’’); (3) a 
justification question (‘‘Why?’’); (4) an act evaluation question (‘‘When the 
teacher’s helper threw out the bag, do you think he/she was doing something 
that was all right or not all right?’’; and (5) a justifications question (‘‘Why?’’). 
The next three questions referred to the actions of the victim: (6) a location false 
belief question (‘‘Now the classmate wants to eat the cupcake that they brought 
in from home. Where will he/she look for his/her cupcake?’’); (7) attributions 
of the emotional state of the victim (‘‘How will the classmate feel about losing 
his cupcake?’’); and (8) attributions of the victim emotion towards the accidental 
transgressor (‘‘How will the classmate feel about the teacher’s helper?’’). The 
authors found that only the children who passed the false belief tasks in this 
morally-relevant scenario were able to dismiss the accidental transgressor 
from the negative outcome and assign less punishment than children who did 
not demonstrate a false belief understanding in this complex moral setting. 

Subsequent research showed that children’s MoToM serves as a strong 
predictor of their moral judgments (D’Esterre et al., 2019; Fu et al., 2014; Li et 
al., 2017). Moreover, MoToM was a better predictor for moral judgment than 
both age and classical ToM (false belief understanding; D’Esterre et al., 2019). 
A recent study (Glidden et al., 2021) found that MoToM competence also 
mediated between children’s group membership and their moral judgments 
(intention evaluation and social exclusion decision). Nonetheless, even though 
research has shown that ToM informs and constrains moral judgment (Killen et 
al., 2011; Wainryb & Brehl, 2006), there are studies that found ToM not always 
required when children judged whether causing harm to another person was 
wrong (Zelazo et al., 1996) or when evaluating moral issues in different 
contexts (Smetana, Jambon, et al., 2012). Given these mixed results, the 
potential relationship between ToM and children’s moral judgment requires 
deeper and further theoretical and methodological consideration. 
 Moreover, examining moral judgment in atypical development is 
another direction worth pursuing and possibly capable of elucidating this 
relationship. Of particular interest is autism (Autism Spectrum Disorder - ASD; 
APA, 2013), a developmental disability characterized by communication 
difficulties and severe social impairment. Since ToM is essential for moral 
judgment, and because ToM is impaired in autism, the investigation of the 
relationship between moral judgment and ToM in this atypical population could 
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bring valuable insights into children’s moral judgments. The difficulties that 
define autism are often linked with difficulties in mental state understanding 
(Baron-Cohen et al., 2013; Peterson et al., 2012; Surian & Leslie 1999). Studies 
on moral reasoning in autism pertain to two lines of investigations (for a review 
see Margoni & Surian, 2016a). The first line examined if these children can 
differentiate between moral and conventional norms and found just a little 
delay in acquiring this knowledge as compared to typically developed (TD) 
children (Rogers et al. 2006; Shulman et al. 2012; Zalla et al. 2011), even though 
ASD children rely more on external factors (emotional cues; Margoni & Surian, 
2016a) in their judgments. The second line investigated children’s ability to 
decipher mental states before making a moral evaluation and the results are 
mixed and not straightforward (Buon et al. 2013; Grant et al. 2005; Salvano-
Pardieu et al. 2016; Steele et al. 2003), ranging from completely relying on 
outcomes (Grant et al., 2005) to an immature intent-based moral judgment 
(Hamilton, 2009). Thus, further research with ASD children could bring more 
insight about the role of ToM in children’s moral judgments. 
 
 
Method 
 

The current scoping review aimed to ‘map’ the emerging relevant 
literature at the intersection of the moral and the socio-cognitive domains and 
identify research gaps concerning the relationship between ToM and children’s 
moral judgment. We started by using the five stages of the methodological 
framework for scoping reviews developed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and 
also followed the scoping review guidelines proposed by Tricco et al. (2018). 
First, we formulated the research question, and then we employed a search 
strategy that enabled us to identify and select relevant literature. Second, we 
charted and summarized the data and finally, reported the results and critically 
discussed them suggesting future research directions.  

The computer-based search was conducted on high-impact databases 
in the fields of psychology (PsychInfo), education (ERIC), and interdisciplinary 
databases (Google Scholar, Web of Science, Science Direct, Scopus, ERIH PLUS) 
in order to identify relevant scientific papers. The keywords that we used were: 
theory of mind, false belief understanding (FB), mentalizing, first-order ToM, 
second-order ToM, moral judgment, moral evaluation, wrongness evaluation, 
act acceptability evaluation, and punishment attribution. The Boolean operator 
AND was used in addition to quotes for compound terms. 
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Inclusion-exclusion criteria 
 

According to our inclusion-exclusion criteria (see Table 1), we excluded 
studies in which theory of mind and/or moral judgment was measured only by 
psychophysiological/imaging methods (such as fMRI and other brain scans), 
and those using indirect measures of these variables. Also, we selected only 
papers written in English and we limited them to the ones published in the last 
25 years because of the methodological refinements brought to the moral 
judgment tasks in this interval). 
 
 

Table 1. Selection Stages of Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Selection Stages Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Stage 1 - papers retrieved 
based on titles and abstracts 
(a single researcher 
performed this stage) and 
stored in Sciwheel® 

Papers investigating the 
relationship between ToM 
and moral judgment (MJ) 

Addressing other constructs 
in moral reasoning (i.e., 
societal reasoning and 
psychological reasoning). 

Papers published in the last 
25 years 

 

Empirical studies published 
in English 

Reviews, theoretical studies, 
and book chapters.  

The papers are available in 
full-text 

The full text was not 
available or was not 
published in scientific 
journals 

Stage 2 - papers selected 
based on the reading of the 
full texts (two independent 
researchers performed this 
stage) organized in a shared 
GoogleDrive® 

Preschoolers and school-aged 
children with typical and 
atypical development  

College students and adults 

Including ToM, MoToM, and 
prototypical moral judgment 
tasks.  

Measuring other constructs 
pertaining to moral 
judgment (blame, “side-
effect” effect). 

 
Data collection and analysis procedure 

 
Concerning data collection, for uniform access among researchers and 

for systematizing the general information, the Sciwheel® reference management 
program was used (Stage 1). GoogleDrive® was next used for storing and 
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organizing the relevant papers suitable for the descriptive analysis (Stage 2). As 
for the analysis procedure, the co-authors noted in a spreadsheet when and 
who performed the analysis, and the papers were subdivided into terms of 
theoretical concepts, aims, and objectives of the study, hypotheses, design, used 
measurements for the variables of interest, results, and discussion of results. 
The author with more expertise in the field mediated disagreements at each stage.  

After identifying, evaluating, and eliminating the duplicates according to 
the inclusion-exclusion criteria, 19 papers were eligible for further analysis. The 
summary of the results of the included studies was organized into three sections. 
Therefore, the first section presents a brief description of the analyzed papers. 
The second section portrays a general overview of the main findings. The third 
section portrays the ToM-MJ relationship. Finally, we highlight the limitations, 
implications, and future directions in studying children’s moral judgment.  

 
 

Results 
 
The search was conducted from March to April 2023 and a total of 78 

papers were initially identified in the databases. After using filters set by date, 
age range, and after reviewing the research aims of the found studies, 44 studies 
were excluded from the initial sample, thus remaining 34 papers for full-text 
reading. Eighteen of these papers met all the inclusion criteria, the others (n = 
16) being excluded for the next considerations: 1) not measuring ToM (n = 4) 
explicitly; 2) measuring other forms of moral reasoning (societal and 
psychological; n = 5); 3) investigating the ToM-moral judgment relationship in 
TD adults (n = 4) and 4) ASD adults (n = 3). 
 Table 2 presents a summary of the 20 studies investigating the 
relationship between ToM and moral judgment in TD and ASD children. The 
first study, dating from 2000, was conducted in the United Kingdom, and the 
more recent one is from Romania and is currently under review. The majority 
of the studies were conducted by authors located in the United States of 
America (n = 10), followed by China (n = 2), Spain (n = 2) the United Kingdom 
(n = 1), Italy (n = 1), Indonesia (n = 1), Brazil (n = 1), Israel (n = 1), Romania (n 
= 1). The participants were preschoolers and school-aged TD and ASD children. 
Some of the studies also included adult samples for comparison reasons. Age 
ranged from 2.5 to 15 years. 
 Concerning instruments for ToM assessment, the majority of studies 
used the classical false belief task (first-order ToM; n = 10), the second-order 
ToM task (n = 3), an interpretive ToM task (n = 1), a deception task (n = 1), a 
strange stories task (Happé, 1994; cognitive and affective ToM; n = 1). For the 
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moral judgment assessment, the tools were more diverse, such as: three 
studies used motive-based moral stories (identifying the different motives 
behind identical actions; Baird & Astington, 2004); another three studies used 
moral transgressions stories (pushing someone off the swing; Smetana, 2006); 
one study used a moral judgment of unintentional and intentional false claims 
measure. The authors also employed interview-based tasks (the Social events 
interview, n = 2; The Morally-relevant belief vignettes, n = 2; the Moral 
interview, n = 1; Moral dilemmas, n = 1) (see Table 2 for more details). An 
interesting observation was that the studies reviewed used the morally-
relevant ToM task sometimes for measuring children’s ToM (n = 3) and 
sometimes for measuring children’s moral judgment (n = 6). 
 The majority of the studies were quantitative, and cross-sectional, 
whereas two were longitudinal studies (Seucan et al., under review; Smetana et 
al., 2012). The analyses mainly consisted of correlational and intra- and inter-
group inferential studies, using variables related to age, gender, act evaluation, 
punishment attribution, and scores obtained in the ToM tasks (both overall 
scores and scores obtained in subtasks: contents false belief, location false 
belief, second-order ToM, etc.). Five studies investigated the relationship between 
ToM and moral judgment with other variables of various constructs, such as 
language and IQ (predominantly used as control measures); empathy, emotion 
understanding, deception detection, friendship, and group membership. Moreover, 
one study (Glidden et al., 2021) investigated if ToM could be a mediator 
between children’s group biases and their moral judgment (intention evaluation 
and peer exclusion decision).  
 
 
Main findings 
 

General overview 
 

The majority of the studies reviewed in the current study identified a 
statistically significant association between ToM and children’s moral judgment, 
even after controlling for other potentially relevant constructs, such as age, 
inhibitory control, verbal intelligence. There was only one study (Loureiro & 
Souza, 2013) to report a non-significant association between ToM-moral 
judgment. However, the study had only 24 TD children, potentially providing 
insufficient power to detect a relation. All the other studies reported a significant 
ToM-MJ relationship, but nonetheless, the direction of the relationship varied. 
For example, even though the majority of the studies found a positive association 
between the two variables of interest, there was one study (Hao & Liu, 2016) 
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that found that ToM and deontological moral judgments (moral rules should be 
abided by regardless of the consequences; Kant, 1959) were negatively correlated 
for children (8- to 10-year-olds), adolescents (13- to 15-year-olds), and older 
adults (60- to 70-year-olds) but positively correlated for younger adults (19- to 
24-years old).  

Another study (Glidden et al., 2021), found an indirect relationship 
between ToM and moral judgment, such that ToM mediated between children’s 
group membership and their intent evaluations and the decision to exclude 
another (ingroup vs. outgroup). In this study, ToM understanding was investigated 
using a MoToM task and MJ was examined using an attribution of intention 
question. The authors found that when children had to attribute intention in an 
advantageous condition, morally-relevant ToM mediated the relation between 
group membership and moral judgment (see Table 2 for the summary of the 
papers). The single study measuring interpretive ToM (Harari & Weinstock, 
2021), found that this particular ToM form, and not ToM false belief ToM 
understanding, enabled children to take the empathic perspective in prosocial 
moral conflicts and make more accurate evaluations. 

Concerning the developmental milestones, after 3 ½ years of age, 
children’s ToM (first-order ToM, contents false belief understanding, location 
false belief understanding) develops and helps them appropriately evaluate 
prototypic transgressions (Ball et al., 2017; Dunn et al., 2000; Fu et al., 2014). 
Later, between 4 and 6 years of age, first-order ToM contributes more to 
children’s moral judgment in intentional transgressions and less in accidental 
transgressions (Kuntoro et al., 2018). Ochoa et al. (2022a) showed that 5-year-
olds with higher ToM rate agents with false beliefs as more positively 
intentioned in good intent trials (even though the outcome was bad) than in bad 
intent trials (even though the outcome was good). Nonetheless, 4-year-olds 
with higher ToM did not manage to integrate their false belief understanding 
with their moral judgments any better than same-age children with low FB 
understanding, suggesting that before the age of 5, children cannot integrate 
beliefs that do not correspond to reality in their moral judgments even though 
they have a false belief understanding. Beginning with 6-7 years of age, when 
second-order ToM develops, children make accurate evaluations of the 
accidental transgressor’s intention (Fu et al., 2014). Moreover, once children 
integrate their false belief understanding in a morally-relevant context 
(MoToM), this understanding predicts their moral judgment above and beyond 
age and false belief understanding (D’Esterre et al., 2019; Killen et al., 2011). 
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Table 2. Summary of Papers Included in the Scoping Review 

Paper Sample’s 
origin and 

size 

Participants Aims of the study ToM measure(s) MJ measure(s) Relationship 
ToM-MJ 

Baird 
and 
Astingt
on 
(2004) 

USA  
(N = 
42) 

4-, 5- and 7-
year-olds 
typically 
developed 
and with a 
behavior 
disorder  
 

investigate 
children’s ability 
to consider mental 
states in 
evaluating the 
moral quality of 
others’ 
actions 

-first-order false-
belief tasks 
(Perner et al., 
1987)  
-second-order 
false-belief tasks 
(Homer & 
Astington, 2001) 

-motives-based 
moral reasoning 
task (moral 
stories without 
specifying the 
outcomes of the 
actions) 

-children’s ToM was significantly 
correlated with the act evaluation 
and the punishment attribution 
both for the typically developed and 
those with a behavior disorder  
 

Ball et 
al. 
(2017) 

USA 
(N = 
108; 56 
girls) 

3 ½ years old  investigate 
associations 
among 
preschoolers’ 
empathy, false 
belief 
understanding, 
and moral 
judgments 

- unexpected 
contents false 
belief task  
-change of 
location false 
belief task 
(Wellman & Liu, 
2004) 

-Social events 
interview 
(Smetana, 1985) 
- moral stories 
without 
specifying the 
consequences of 
transgressions 

-greater ToM associated with more 
mature moral judgments;  
-ToM associated with judgments of 
physical harm but not psychological 
harm; 
-significant interaction between 
ToM and empathy predicted 
judgments about psychological 
harm 
-preschoolers with low ToM did not 
distinguish 
between moral and conventional 
issues in judgments of deserved 
punishment 

D’Esterre 
et al. 

(2019) 

USA  
(N = 
122; 62 
girls) 

4- to 10-year-
olds 

investigating 
ToM’s role in 
children’s ability 
to differentiate 
between 
intentional 
and unintentional 
false claims 
regarding 
resources. 

- a content false 
belief task 
(Gopnik & 
Astington, 1988). 
- a morally 
relevant false 
belief ToM 
(MoToM; Killen 
et al., 2011)  

-a moral 
judgment of 
unintentional  
-intentional false 
claims measure 
(developed by 
the authors) 

- ToM predicted more favorable 
evaluations of the unintentional 
transgressor; 
-MoToM predicted children’s 
responses for all of the assessments 
above and beyond age and false 
belief understanding. 
 
 

Dunn et 
al. 
(2000) 

UK (N = 
128; 63 
girls) 

3- to 4-year-
olds 

investigating 
relations between 
children’s views 
on the 
permissibility of 
transgressions 
involving friends 
and 
justification for 
such views, and 
their ToM 

-seven theory of 
mind tasks 
(involved 
predicting, 
explaining or 
recalling a false 
belief; 
Cutting & Dunn, 
1999) --a 
deception task 
(Sodian & Frith, 
1992) 

-Moral interview 
(Slomkowski & 
Killen, 1992) 

-children’s ToM was positively 
correlated with act 
permissibility and moral 
justification 
 
 

Fadda 
et al. 
(2016) 

Italy (n 
= 30 TD 
childre
n and n 
= 30 
ASD 
childre
n; all 
boys) 

10- to 12-
year-olds 

investigating 
whether ToM 
might foster 
children’s 
autonomous MJ 
achievement. 

-a second-order 
ToM task 
(Perner & 
Wimmer, 1985) 

-MJ task (Piaget, 
1932) 

-children with ASD lacking ToM 
abilities judged guilty the 
protagonists of the two versions of 
morally appropriate behavior and 
focused more on outcomes than 
intentions 
 

Fu et al. 
(2014) 

China 
(N = 
79; 39 
girls) 

4- to 7-year-
olds 

investigating the 
interrelationships 
between children’s 
moral judgments 

-content false 
belief task; 
(Wellman & Liu, 
2004)  

-MoToM task 
(Killen et al., 
2011) 
-The prototypic 

-second-order ToM and MoToM 
both played an important role in 
young children’s accurate 
attributions of the accidental 
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Paper Sample’s 
origin and 

size 

Participants Aims of the study ToM measure(s) MJ measure(s) Relationship 
ToM-MJ 

of accidental and 
prototypic 
transgressions and 
first-order and 
second-order ToM 

-location false 
belief task 
(Wimmer & 
Perner, 1983) 
-two second-
order false belief 
task (Astington 
et al., (2002) and 
Sullivan et al., 
(1994)) 

moral 
transgression 
story (Smetana 
et al., 2014) 
 

transgressor’s intention. 
-first-order ToM helps children 
appropriately evaluate prototypic 
transgressions 
 
 

Garcia-
Molina 
et al. 
(2019) 

Spain 
(N = 
60) n = 
30 TD; 
4 girls 
n = 30 
ASD, 4 
girls 

7- to 12-year-
olds 

investigating the 
link between ToM 
and moral 
judgment 

-first-order ToM 
(De Villiers & De 
Villiers, 2012) 

MJ task (Molina 
et al., 2019) 

-ASD children had difficulties in 
moral judgments in a context 
involving deception; 
-ASD children based their 
justifications less on mental states 
that TD children 

Garcia-
Molina 
et al. 
(2020) 

Spain 
(N = 
62) n = 
32 TD; 
7 girls 
n = 30 
ASD, 5 
girls 

7- to 12-year-
olds 

investigating the 
ToM-MJ 
relationship in TD 
and ASD children 

-4 ‘Faux Pas’ 
stories of 
accidental 
situations 
(Baron-Cohen et 
al., 1999) 

-4 stories of 
intentional 
situations 
(Garcia-Molina 
et al., 2016) 

-ASD children had difficulties in 
understanding the moral 
transgressions when the action 
directly affected another person 
and not an object; 
 

Glidden 
et al. 
(2021) 

USA (N 
= 120; 
64 
girls) 

4- to 7-year-
olds 

investigating the 
relationship 
between ToM, 
group 
membership, and 
MJ. 

-MoToM 
question 
(false belief 
evaluation) 

-Attribution of 
Intention (AoI) 
question 
(acceptability of 
intention 
evaluation) 

-MoToM mediated the relations 
between group membership and 
attribution of intentions in an 
morally-relevant advantageous 
condition, but not when an 
advantage was a straightforward 
moral transgression. 
-MoToM was predictive of person 
judgments and varied based on 
ingroup/outgroup status of the 
target. 

Gönülta
s et al. 
(2021) 

USA (N 
= 117; 
81 
girls) 

3- to 8-year-
olds 

investigating 
whether children 
consider victim 
negligence when 
making judgments 
and whether 
children’s ToM 
influences their 
assessments 

-a false-belief 
contents task 
(Wellman & Liu, 
2004) 

-two moral 
transgression 
stories (MoToM; 
Killen et al., 
2011; Nobes et 
al., 2009). 

-children with higher ToM were 
more likely to consider victim’s 
negligence when making moral 
judgments. 
-children with higher ToM were 
more likely to use negligence 
information in their punishment 
judgments for the transgressor and 
victim in both conditions (negligent 
vs. careful).  
-children with lower ToM did not 
differentiate their punishment 
judgments for the transgressor and 
victim. 

Harari 
& 
Weinsto
ck 
(2020) 

Israel 
(N = 
225; 
120 
girls) 

7- to 11-year-
olds 

investigating if 
iToM would 
predict better than 
ToM prosocial 
moral reasoning 

-a iToM task 
(Lalonde & 
Chandler, 2002) 

-three prosocial 
moral dilemmas 
(Eisenberg-Berg 
& Hand, 1979) 

-iToM, but not ToM, predicted 
empathic and internalized values of 
prosocial moral reasoning, even 
when controlling for age, inhibitory 
control and emotion understanding. 

Hao & 
Liu 

China 
(N = 

8- to 10-year-
olds 

investigated 
whether ToM was 

-the strange 
stories 

-the moral 
dilemmas 

ToM and deontological moral 
judgments were negatively 
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Paper Sample’s 
origin and 

size 

Participants Aims of the study ToM measure(s) MJ measure(s) Relationship 
ToM-MJ 

(2016) 204; n 
= 48; 
21 
girls; n 
= 45; 26 
girls; n 
= 62; 36 
females
; n = 49; 
24 
females) 

13- to 15-
year-olds 
19- to 24-
years 
60- to 70-
years 

consistently 
positively 
associated with 
MJ from middle 
childhood to late 
adulthood. 

(cognitive and 
affective ToM; 
Happé, 1994) 

(Hauser et al., 
2007) 

correlated for children, adolescents, 
and older adults but positively 
correlated for younger adults.  
 

Killen et 
al. 
(2011) 

USA 
Study 1 
(N = 
162; 90 
girls) 
Study 2 
(N = 
46; 25 
girls) 

3.5-, 5.5- to 
7.5- year-olds 

investigating 
children’s false 
belief ToM in a 
morally relevant 
context 
 

Study 1 & 2 
-contents false 
belief task  
-location false 
belief task 
(Wellman & Liu, 
2004) 

Study 1 & 2 
-MoToM task 
(Killen et al., 
2011) 
-prototypical 
moral 
transgression 
task (Smetana, 
2006) 

Study 1 
-children with higher ToM were 
more likely to attribute good 
intentions to the accidental 
transgressor than children who 
didn’t pass the false belief tasks; 
Study 2 
-children with higher ToM were less 
likely to punish the accidental 
transgressor than those who didn’t 
pass the false belief tasks. 

Kuntoro 
et al. 
(2018) 

Indone
sia (N = 
122) 

4- to 6-year-
olds 

investigating the 
contribution of 
children’s 
ToM in morally 
relevant situations 
and moral 
judgment 
 

-five ToM tasks 
(diverse desires, 
diverse beliefs,  
knowledge 
access, false 
beliefs, and, 
hidden 
emotions; 
Wellman & Liu, 
2004) 

-MoToM (Killen 
et al., 2011) 
-a scale of 
prototypical 
moral 
transgressions 
(Smetana, 2006) 
 

-ToM contributes towards 
children’s moral judgment in 
intentional moral transgressions 
but not in accidental transgressions 
 

Lane et 
al. 
(2010) 

USA (N 
= 128; 
68 girls 

3.5- to 5.5-
year-old 

longitudinally 
investigating how 
ToM and emotion 
understanding 
concurrently and 
prospectively 
predict children’s 
MJ 

-false belief 
understanding 
(Bartsch & 
Wellman, 1989) 
-appearance-
reality emotion 
understanding 
(Harris et al., 
1986) 

-moral judgment 
task (Eisenberg-
Berg & Roth, 
1980) 

-a more advanced ToM predicted 
greater use of psychological-needs 
reasoning; 
-ToM and emotion understanding 
jointly predicted moral judgment 

Loureir
o and 
Souza 
(2013) 

Brazil 
(N = 
24; 13 
girls) 

4- to 6-year-
olds  

investigating the 
relation between 
ToM and moral 
judgment (based 
on intention and 
based on motive) 
 

-4 ToM tasks 
(Wellman & Liu, 
2004) 
 

-a MJ task based 
on motive (Baird 
& Astington, 
2004); 
-a MJ task based 
on intention 
(Nelson-Le Gall, 
1985) 

- correlations between ToM and 
scores in the moral development 
tasks were not significant 
 

Ochoa 
et al. 
(2022a) 

USA 
Study 1 
(N = 
64; 28 
girls) 
Study 2 
(N = 
109; 55 
girls; n 
= 42 
adults) 

4- to 5-year-
olds 

investigating the 
influence of false 
belief 
understanding on 
moral judgment 
Study 1  
 
 
 
 
 

Study 1  
-standard false 
belief task 
(Leslie et al., 
2005) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Study 1 
-Morally-
relevant Belief 
Vignettes (2 
stories with true 
belief and 2 
stories with false 
belief) 
-standard moral 
transgression 
task (Smetana, 

Study 1 
- 5-year-olds with higher FB rated 
agents with false beliefs as more 
positively intentioned in good 
intent trials (even though the 
outcome was bad) than in bad 
intent trials (even though the 
outcome was good); 
- 4-year-olds with higher FB did not 
manage to integrate their false 
belief understanding with their 
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Paper Sample’s 
origin and 

size 

Participants Aims of the study ToM measure(s) MJ measure(s) Relationship 
ToM-MJ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Study 2 - reduced 
task demands, 
simplified design; 
punishment and 
reward evaluation 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Study 2 
-Morally-
relevant Belief 
Vignettes 
Agent belief 
(“What does 
[AGENT] think is 
in the 
container?”) 

2006) 
 
 
 
 
 
Study 2 
-Morally-
relevant Belief 
Vignettes 
Agent intention 
evaluation 
(“When [AGENT] 
handed 
[RECIPIENT] the 
box, was 
[AGENT] trying 
to be nice, mean, 
or just okay?”); 
Agent 
consequence 
evaluation 
(“Why should 
[AGENT] get 
[assigned 
consequence]) 
Assign 
punishment/rew
ard 

moral judgments any better than 
same age children with low FB 
understanding. 
- all had difficulties assigning 
punishment based on intent. 
 
Study 2 
-4-year-olds with higher FB made 
appropriate intent judgments; 
- children of all ages had difficulties 
assigning punishment based on 
intent. 

Ochoa 
et al. 
(2022b) 

USA (N 
= 61; 
24 
girls) 

5- to 7-year-
olds 

investigating 
relations between 
false belief 
understanding and 
moral 
judgments 

-Morally-
relevant Belief 
Vignettes 
Agent belief 
(“What does 
[AGENT] think is 
in the 
container?”) 

-Morally-
relevant Belief 
Vignettes 
Agent intention 
evaluation 
(“When [AGENT] 
handed 
[RECIPIENT] the 
box, was 
[AGENT] trying 
to be nice, mean, 
or just okay?”) 

- 5-year-olds consistently rated 
agents with false beliefs as better 
intentioned in a good intent 
condition (even though the 
outcome was bad) than in a bad 
intent condition (even though the 
outcome was good). 

Seucan 
et al. 
(under 
review) 

Romani
a (N = 
92; 43 
girls) 

3- to 5-year-
olds 

investigating 
relations between 
ToM, emotion 
understanding and 
moral judgment 

-3 ToM tasks 
(Wellman & Liu, 
2004) 

- 3 moral stories 
(Baird & 
Astington, 2004) 

-MJ was associated with ToM and 
with emotion understanding; 
-punishment evaluation was 
predicted only by emotion 
understanding 

Smetan
a et al. 
(2012) 

USA (N 
= 70; 
37 
girls) 

2.5- to 4-
year-olds 

investigating 
associations 
between children’s 
ToM and 
judgments of 
prototypical moral 
transgressions 
 

-five ToM tasks 
(diverse desires, 
diverse beliefs, 
false beliefs 
(both contents 
and location), 
and 
belief-emotion 
relationships) 
 

-Social rules 
interview 
(Smetana & 
Braeges, 1990) 
 

-early MJ and ToM develop as 
reciprocal, bidirectional processes: 
-children who evaluated moral acts 
as more wrong independent of 
authority had more mature ToM 6 
months later; 
-judgments of moral transgressions 
as less permissible at Wave 2 also 
led to more advanced ToM at Wave 
3; 
-more advanced ToM initially led to 
evaluations of moral transgressions 
as less independent of rules and 
then to judgments of moral 
transgressions as more 
independent of rules 
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Discussing the association between ToM and moral judgment  
 

Act evaluation 
Research aims to unravel the role that understanding other minds plays 

in children’s ability to decide if an action with a good or a bad outcome was 
performed with good or bad intentions. The studies included in the current 
scoping review found a direct relationship between ToM and moral judgment, 
yet this relationship differed in terms of ToM type (first-order ToM, second-
order ToM, morally-relevant ToM) and in terms of moral transgression type 
(prototypical standard transgression, morally-relevant transgression). As such, 
Baird and Astington (2004) found that 5- to 7-year-olds' ability to consider 
people’s intentions to make moral distinctions between identical actions was 
facilitated by children’s false belief understanding. Using the same task, but on 
a younger sample (3- to-5-year-olds), Seucan et al. (under review) showed that 
ToM enables such young children to make accurate moral judgments, correctly 
identifying the intention (good vs. bad) behind identical actions. Building on 
previous findings (Lane et al., 2010), in their study, alongside ToM, emotion 
understanding (Pons et al., 2004) was also a predictor of such young children's 
moral judgments (and even of punishment attributions), indicating that ToM - 
although necessary in young children's moral judgments - may not be sufficient 
to enable them.  

A somewhat similar result was obtained by Ball et al. (2016) who 
investigated the association between 3½-year-olds' moral judgments and their 
ToM and empathy. They found that both ToM and empathy were associated 
with moral judgment in related but distinct ways, according to the type of harm 
and related judgment. Children in their study evaluated physical harm acts 
more negatively than acts of unfairness. Even though they condemned unfairly 
taking another’s resources, preschoolers evaluated inflicting physical harm on 
another as more serious. Ball et al. (2016) found that higher ToM was associated 
with children’s view of moral transgressions as invariably wrong, independent 
of authority mandates or rules. In their study, the consequences of the 
transgressions were not specified, so children needed to infer them before 
making their judgments.  

In addition, higher ToM was associated with more mature judgments 
about psychological harm, but only for less empathic preschoolers. Therefore, 
low-empathy preschoolers might be more inclined to apply their mental states 
understanding to infer psychological harm. Conversely, Ball et al. (2016) found 
that for preschoolers lower in ToM, higher empathy was associated with more 
mature moral judgments. This result suggests that children with less advanced 
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ToM may rely more on affective information such as the perceived distress of the 
victim when evaluating moral acts (Arsenio & Ford, 1985). Another interesting 
result was that empathy and moral judgment were not linked in preschool 
children with higher ToM scores. Thus, children that were able to detect others' 
mental states may not need empathy to comprehend that conduct which 
produces psychological harm is morally wrong and negatively affects the victim.  

The findings of the two previous studies emphasize the importance of 
considering in tandem the affective and cognitive processes in order to fully 
understand the specific and potential reciprocal relationship between young 
children’s evolving moral judgments and the underlying socio-cognitive 
mechanisms. Another important variable that needs to be considered when 
moral transgressions take place is negligence, both of the transgressor’s and of 
the victim’s. For example, if a child is on a swing (accidental transgressor) and 
another child being inattentive (victim) passes in front of the child on the swing 
and gets hit and falls down, the transgressor should be judged less harshly since 
the negligence of the victim accidentally contributed to the harm inflicted. 
Building on previous results of Mulvey et al. (2020) that showed that children 
consider both transgressors’ and victims’ negligence when evaluating moral-
relevant situations, Gönültas et al. (2021) demonstrated that indeed, children 
consider both transgressors’ and victims’ negligence when making moral 
judgments in property damage and physical harm stories, and this ability is 
facilitated by false belief understanding.  

Investigating the acceptability of transgressions across conditions 
(victim careful/transgressor negligent or victim negligent/transgressor careful) 
the authors (Gönültas et al., 2021) extended earlier research (Nobes et al., 2009) 
by emphasizing the importance of also considering the victims’ negligence 
when making moral judgments. Children with higher ToM were more likely to 
consider the victim’s negligence, especially in the physical harm story, compared 
with children with lower ToM. In the property damage story, children with 
higher ToM evaluated more negatively the negligent transgressor compared 
with children with lower ToM. This finding suggests that ToM might enable 
children to consider both the victim’s and transgressor’s intentions and actions 
when making moral judgments.  

Another worth-mentioning finding of Gönültas et al. (2021) was that 
ToM accounted for children’s alternative actions proposals (for both the 
transgressor and victim) in morally-relevant situations. Their results showed 
that children with more advanced ToM were more likely than children with 
lower ToM to suggest ways in which both the transgressor and the victim could 
have acted differently. This result suggests that ToM may favor the flexible 
consideration of alternative actions by envisioning different possible outcomes 
for different types of actions.  
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Interestingly, there was no difference in the acceptability judgments of 
the transgressor’s negligence between children with higher ToM and children 
with lower ToM in the physical harm story. A possible explanation was that the 
negative outcome of the physical harm was more easily detected by children, 
irrespective of their ToM ability, compared to the intent detection in the 
property damage story, confirming studies showing that young children are 
particularly sensitive to harm infliction (e.g., Helwig et al., 1995, 2001). This 
result suggests that ToM may contribute only to some types of moral judgments 
(psychological harm, fairness judgments, property damage) and not to others 
(physical harm, rule-breaking). Moreover, different types of ToM (first-order 
ToM, second-order ToM, morally-relevant ToM) may have different contributions 
according to moral transgression type (prototypical standard transgression, 
morally-relevant transgression). Indeed, Fu et al. (2014) investigated the 
interrelationships between children’s moral judgments of accidental and 
prototypic transgressions and first-order and second-order ToM. They showed 
that children’s moral judgments were related to their first-order ToM. 
Moreover, children who performed better in a MoToM task made more accurate 
judgments about the intention of the accidental transgressor (e.g., throwing 
away a bag containing another’s preferred object) than those who could not 
correctly attribute false beliefs to the victim and to the transgressor.  

Fu et al. (2014) were the first to show that, even after partialling out the 
age effect, it was not first-order ToM but rather second-order ToM that helped 
children to accurately evaluate the accidental transgressor’s intention. Children 
that were able to engage in this level of recursive thinking (e.g., that the victim 
thought that the transgressor thought that there was trash inside the bag) were 
more likely to judge the intention of the transgressor less negatively. This result 
is in concert with previous studies that found that children’s second-order ToM 
also counts for responsibility attribution (Yuill & Perner, 1988). Fu et al. (2014) 
showed that second-order ToM was useful in situations where the children 
needed to coordinate multiple perspectives in order to make accurate judgments 
of wrongdoing (accidental transgression). However, when the intention and the 
action were not in conflict (prototypical transgression; pushing someone off the 
swing), second-order ToM was not significantly related to children’s moral 
judgments.  

Another study which showed that ToM predicted more favorable 
evaluations of the accidental transgressor is that of D’Esterre et al. (2019). The 
authors investigated ToM’s role in children’s ability to differentiate between 
intentional and unintentional false statements regarding claims to resources. 
Moreover, they found that MoToM predicted children’s responses for all of the 
assessments above and beyond age and false belief understanding. Similarly, 
another study (Ochoa et al., 2022 a, b) reported significant results concerning 
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children’s MoToM and their performance on moral judgment tasks. The authors 
used a morally relevant belief vignettes task as a dual assessment of false belief 
understanding and moral reasoning in a sample of 4- to 5-year-olds and found 
important developmental changes, compared to previous findings (Killen et al., 
2011) indicating that it was only from the age of 7-8 years that children could 
integrate false belief understanding in morally-relevant contexts. Moreover, 
children performed worse on a morally-relevant vignette task than on a standard 
moral transgression task. They had difficulties with the intention and the 
consequences questions (true belief, bad intent). One possible explanation could 
be the complexity of the morally-relevant task (e.g., an undesirable object hidden 
in a box) as compared to the standard task (e.g., someone hurting their knee).  

In the previous study, the vignettes featured two characters, one of 
whom (the agent) discovered in an opaque container a pleasant animal (kitten) 
and in another, an unpleasant animal (skunk). The agent decided to share 
(prosocial vs. antisocial behavior) one of these containers with another, after 
the animals switched their containers. For two stories the agent knew the 
contents of the container (true belief condition) and for other two stories, the 
agent had a mistaken belief about the contents (false belief condition). On the 
one hand, in the true belief condition, where the agent handed what they 
believed they would hand, a desirable pet (kitten; good intent) versus an 
undesirable pet (skunk; bad intent) all children performed well in evaluating 
intention and consequence. They evaluated the agent with the bad intention as 
being meaner and assigned more punishment compared with the good intent 
condition, irrespective of their ToM level. Moreover, the punishment evaluation 
matched the moral judgment in this true belief condition. On the other hand, in 
the false belief condition, where the agent unknowingly didn’t manage to hand 
what they believed they would hand (offering a skunk even though they thought 
that in the box is the kitten they had put inside) children had difficulties with 
the intention question, especially those with low ToM. This result extends 
previous findings (Killen et al., 2011), showing that ToM enables children to 
make a more accurate intent evaluation in morally-relevant situations.  

Nonetheless, only 5-year-olds with higher ToM were able to integrate 
intention in morally-relevant contexts (rating agents with false beliefs as more 
positively intentioned in good intent trials (even though the outcome was bad) 
than in bad intent trials (even though the outcome was good) as compared with 
4-year-olds also with high ToM. Irrespective of their ToM level (low vs. high), 
4-year-olds didn’t manage to integrate intention in these contexts where 
intention and outcome were in conflict. 4-year-olds with higher ToM were able 
to detect that the agent had a mistaken belief about the contents of the box but 
were unable to use this knowledge to evaluate the agent’s intention.  
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Punishment attribution 
 
Punishment represents a penalty or a retribution directed toward those 

who inflict harm or violate social norms (Cushman, 2008). Even though prior 
research showed that moral judgment and deserved punishment attribution 
are highly correlated (Smetana, Jambon, et al., 2012), Ball et al. (2016) found a 
low to moderate correlation between these two ratings. Similarly, Ochoa et al. 
(2022a) found that moral judgment and punishment attribution were correlated 
but only in the true belief condition (as compared with the false belief condition, 
where even the 5-year-olds with higher ToM performed no better than chance). 
This result is in accordance with previous findings that showed that young 
children, especially those without false belief understanding, often focus more 
on outcomes when assigning consequences (Cushman et al., 2013; Zelazo et al., 
1996). Moreover, Cushman et al. (2013) observed a lag between integrating 
false beliefs in intent judgments and doing so in punishment judgments.  

The findings of Ochoa et al. (2022a) support Cushman et al.’s (2013) 
view and Zelazo et al.’s findings (1996), which showed that when processing 
demands were reduced, thus children could focus on relevant information, both 
4-year-olds and 5-year-olds with higher ToM were able to correctly rate agents’ 
intentions compared with 4 and 5-year-olds with lower ToM. Nonetheless, in 
Ochoa et al. (2022a) the simplification of the task did not have an impact on 
punishment attribution, with children being unable to integrate false beliefs 
into punishment judgments. Interestingly, all children made reference more 
often to mental states than outcomes when justifying punishment attribution. 
However, children with low ToM that incorrectly determined the agent’s 
intention seemed to match the intent of the agent with the outcome in their 
justifications, thus still focusing on the outcome when evaluating deserved 
punishment. Another study (Ball et al., 2016) found that preschoolers with 
relatively low ToM did not distinguish between moral and conventional issues 
in judgments of deserved punishment. One possible explanation for this result 
could be the fact that both the moral and the conventional violations were 
presented without specifying the outcomes. Because both these violations are 
legitimately punishable, children low in ToM might have had difficulties in 
considering the supplemental information that needs to be analyzed in case of 
the moral violations in order to make more nuanced punishment attributions 
to these kinds of violations as compared with the conventional ones.  
 The previous results suggest that other factors besides ToM might 
influence children in their punishment evaluations. Ball et al. (2016) found that 
higher empathy was associated with ratings of greater deserved punishment for 
fairness violations but not for physical harm or, unexpectedly, for psychological 
harm. Thus, punishment may be particularly important in helping children 
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attend to and enforce issues of fairness. Correspondingly, as more empathic 
preschoolers tended to judge fairness violations as more serious than their less 
empathic peers, they also assigned more punishment. Empathy was not related 
to severity judgments regarding physical harm. One possible explanation could 
be that the child didn’t need to take the perspective of the victim since the 
consequences were immediately evident. Thus, in the contexts where the 
outcomes are salient and the child sees the inflicted harm and doesn’t need to 
infer it, empathy may not be necessary to identify and judge the harm as being 
punishable. Also pertaining to the affective processing when calculating 
deserved punishment, Seucan et al. (under review) showed that punishment 
was associated with the ability to understand other people’s emotions. In their 
study, even though no information was offered about how the victim in the 
situation may be feeling, 3- to 5-year-olds who had a higher ability to infer other 
people’s emotions correctly assigned more punishment to the bad character 
and less punishment to the good character. It is possible that having this ability 
allowed children to simulate whether the victim in the situation would be upset 
or happy if the agent carried on with the action (e.g., ‘The brother will be sad if 
his sand castle gets wrecked by his sister.’) and assign an appropriate punishment. 

Apart from taking the affective perspective of the victim, children might 
also consider the negligence of the agent before deciding the amount of deserved 
punishment. Similar to Nobes, Panagiotaki, and Bartholomew (2016) and Nobes 
et al. (2017), the findings of Gönültas et al. (2021) showed that children judged 
negligent actions as more punishable than careful actions. The authors showed 
that when children had to assign punishment, children with higher ToM scores 
were more likely to use both the transgressor’s and the victim’s negligence 
information in their judgments whereas children with lower ToM scores did not 
differentiate between their punishment judgments for the transgressor and 
victim. This finding indicates that ToM may enable children to shift between 
intention and outcome information when making moral judgments. Moreover, the 
punishment was differentiated based on ToM and story. In the property damage 
story, children with higher ToM scores were less likely to assign punishment when 
the victim was negligent. A possible explanation might be that children with 
higher ToM might have considered that having a special cupcake thrown away is 
punishment enough or that the victim simply forgot to label the bag containing the 
cupcake and that forgetfulness is not punishable. The fact that the same difference 
was not visible in punishment evaluations of the victim in the physical harm story, 
suggests that children might consider the type of harm elicited in different moral 
contexts before making their moral evaluations. In other words, the possible 
interaction between negligence and ToM might be diminished by the salience 
of the severity of the act.   
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Summary and future directions 
 
The aim of the current scoping review was to investigate the relationship 

between theory of mind and children’s moral judgment. The majority of the 
analyzed studies showed ToM to be directly related to moral judgment; one 
study found ToM to be a mediator between group membership and yet another 
found bidirectional links between ToM and children’s moral judgment. Smetana 
et al. (2012) designed a 1-year three-wave longitudinal design to identify 
potential links between preschool children’s ToM and their moral judgments in 
different contexts. They found significant bidirectional longitudinal associations 
between the two, with moral judgment leading to a more mature ToM, and also, 
with ToM enabling a more accurate evaluation of moral transgressions.  

Concerning ToM influence on moral judgment, Smetana et al. (2012) 
found that children more advanced in ToM, although they considered moral 
rules as more alterable, they attributed less punishment. One possible 
explanation is that as children become more proficient in understanding the 
mental states underlying a complex moral action (e.g., coordinating their 
evaluation of the misdeed with possible psychological motives for why it 
happened), their moral judgments become more flexible and less absolutistic. 
Also, children with a higher ToM could take into account other factors (e.g., 
negligence of the transgressor and of the victim; Zelazo et al., 1996) that 
determined the transgressor to behave the way it did (e.g., the victim forgetting 
to label the bag containing the special cupcake), leading to lowered ratings of 
deserved punishment (Gönültas et al., 2021).  

Concerning moral judgment’s influence on ToM, it seems that ToM is 
influenced by children’s efforts to understand and evaluate complex social 
relationships. Smetana and Braeges (1990) showed that starting with 2.5 years 
of age children can make accurate judgments in prototypical straightforward 
moral transgressions, even though at this age they do not have yet a first-order 
ToM understanding. Before the age of 4, when it is documented that children 
have a full-fledged ToM, they might evaluate the severity of acts by observing 
the effects of moral transgressions on others without inferring mental states 
(Sokol, Chandler, & Jones, 2004). This finding, that moral judgments enhance 
ToM is similar to results obtained in observational and longitudinal studies 
showing that family discourse (Dunn, 2006), and parental responses that focus 
the child on the victim’s feelings in the context of moral transgressions 
(Ruffman et al., 1999) predict differences in children’s ToM. These findings are 
also in line with the constructivist theory (Carpendale & Lewis, 2004) that 
highlights that children’s ToM develops from communicative interactions and 
social relationships with others.  



DANIELA TEODORA SEUCAN, LAURA VISU-PETRA 
 
 

 
50 

Concerning the reciprocal links between ToM and moral judgment, 
children’s day-to-day experiences with moral transgressions (e.g., hitting, pushing, 
exclusion from play, unwillingness to share, rule-breaking, and teasing) supply 
them with a rich socio-moral environment that encourages and facilitates the 
development of mental state understanding. But as this skill develops, children 
become better at analyzing and understanding complex moral settings where 
intentions do not match outcomes, or other factors need to be considered before 
making a moral decision (e.g., group biases, negligence; emotion understanding; 
Glidden et al., 2021; Gönültas et al., 2021; Seucan et al., under review). 
 The studies with ASD children also add valuable information regarding 
the relationship between the two variables of interest. Garcia-Molina et al. 
(2019) showed that ASD children had greater difficulty than TD children in 
recognizing and explaining intentionality and action-morality in basic moral 
stories. Significant differences were found between the two groups in their 
justifications, showing that ASD children failed to apply the required ToM 
ability to understand and judge the intention and morality of the act. In a later 
study, investigating also preadolescents with ASD (7- to 12-years old), Garcia-
Molina et al. (2022) found that ASD children as compared with TD children had 
difficulties in understanding the moral transgressions when the action directly 
affected another person (e.g., having the desire to take revenge on another 
person) but not when it affected an object (e.g., having the desire to obtain an 
object belonging to someone else by stealing it). The difference between these 
two types of judgments could stem from the fact that in the former case, the 
child needs to understand the mental states of the transgressor, with his 
specific desires and beliefs. Second, there is the understanding that the victim, 
who is affected by the action, also has a mind and does not know the information 
about the transgressor’s desires.  

Regardless of whether the cases are ambiguous or unambiguous, to 
resolve them correctly, the mental states of the victim and of the transgressor 
need to be integrated, thus imposing a greater complexity for ASD individuals 
(Moran et al., 2001; Zalla et al., 2011; Zalla & Leboyer, 2011) and even for TD 
children at younger ages (Killen at la., 2011). Also, when they had to evaluate 
the intention and the agent’s morality, ASD children rated the agent in faux-pas 
scenarios as “bad” even if the intention was previously rated as “good”. Their 
responses might be influenced by the bad outcome (e.g., ‘she was hurt by his 
remark’) even when the agent’s intention was understood (e.g., ‘he wanted to 
help her’). Thus, a discrepancy arises when the moral context is ambiguous, ASD 
children base their judgment on the outcome and not on the intention, suggesting 
that autistic individuals could have ToM-related deficits as a stumbling block in 
their moral judgment performance (Margoni & Surian, 2016a). 
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The studies reviewed seem to indicate that both conceptual changes and 
information processing improvements are likely implicated in the integration of 
ToM within moral judgments. Considering the processing demands, numerous 
studies have shown that executive functioning impacts ToM development (e.g., 
Carlson & Moses, 2001; Devine & Hughes, 2014). Specifically, as executive 
functioning is necessary but not sufficient for ToM, it may be that they are not 
sufficient for integrating ToM within moral reasoning. Even when processing 
requirements were reduced and the methodological adjustments did improve 
4-year-olds’ evaluations of intention, punishment judgments were not improved 
(Ochoa et al., 2022). Even when processing requirements were reduced and the 
methodological adjustment did improve 4-year-olds' evaluations of intention, 
punishment judgments were not improved (Ochoa et al., 2022a). Thus, as Cushman 
et al. (2013) have argued, the incorporation of ToM into punishment evaluations 
may require a further conceptual advance. According to their results, they conclude 
that two systems (outcome-based vs. intent-based) operate in determining 
punishment judgments. Across development, a conceptual reorganization occurs 
such that the intent-based system increasingly constrains, but does not fully 
override outcome-based punishment judgments. These arguments of Cushman et 
al. (2013) found recent support in Ochoa et al. (2022a) study results but need 
further investigation to portray a clearer picture of children’s moral act evaluation 
and punishment attribution.  
 Even though the studies included in this scoping review have a valuable 
contribution to the field of moral development, there are several limitations to 
be considered. The main limitation of the studies included refers to the 
correlational, cross-sectional nature, reducing the possibility of making inferences 
about causal influences or reciprocal links between ToM and moral judgment. 
Longitudinal research would be ideal for investigating this relationship more 
thoroughly. Another limitation is the limited types of moral transgression (e.g., 
property damage, physical harm) investigated in studies trying to untangle 
children’s moral reasoning. Future research could include moral situations 
involving resource allocation, social exclusion, and deception. In addition, the 
fixed order of the questions might prime children in their subsequent responses 
given that Nobes et al. (2016) showed that children’s answers are influenced by 
this methodological adjustment. Also, to better understand how the first-, 
second-order ToM, and MoToM interact with each other to influence children’s 
moral evaluations, explicit questions evaluating second-order ToM could be 
embedded within the story (e.g., “What does the victim think that the transgressor 
thought was inside the bag?”).  
 Future directions are also worth advancing in order to inform the 
researchers which aspects regarding children’s moral reasoning need further 
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clarification. Future studies could include a more widespread age range, evaluating 
school-aged children and adolescents' moral reasoning to better capture any 
variation in the maturation of moral judgment. Also, longitudinal designs are 
needed to shed light on the mechanisms related to social-cognitive abilities and 
children’s moral judgments in social interactions as the relations among these 
processes may vary across different developmental periods. Smetana et al.’s 
(2012) longitudinal results not only highlighted that ToM and moral judgment 
are interrelated but also that they have causal influences on each other. Future 
studies should further investigate these links and also, see if these links exist 
between ToM and the other two forms of moral reasoning from Social Domain 
Theory (societal and psychological; Turiel, 2006).  

In order to determine what features of the complex situation envisioned 
by the accidental transgression were difficult to process and evaluate by 
children, a wider range of potential transgressions should be used. Moreover, 
developing new MoToM tasks for different types of transgressions would be 
helpful for future research. Also, varying other aspects of the context such as 
the agent’s familiarity (e.g., friends, siblings, strangers), or the nature of the misdeed. 
Moreover, the development of early moral concepts may also be influenced by 
moral emotions. For instance, Hoffman (2000) has suggested and Kochanska et al. 
(2002) have demonstrated that guilt following indiscretions enables children to 
better understand moral contexts. Future research should examine how moral 
emotions like guilt or shame shape children’s harm infliction evaluations.  

The study by Glidden at al. (2021) showed that MoToM was not a 
mediator between intention evaluation and ingroup bias in the intentional unfair 
condition, but only in the other two conditions (intentional fair and unintentional 
unfair), suggesting that children’s MoToM ability might be context-dependent. 
Future research could investigate when and why children rely on their morally-
relevant ToM. Also, including tasks that assess children’s interpretive ToM could 
enable us to see how children interpret a morally-relevant situation based on the 
characters’ emotions and their position in the event (Ross, 2006), thus opening 
new avenues for research. Investigating other cognitive factors, such as language 
(Dunn et al., 2000; Milligan et al., 2007) and executive functioning might explain 
the mechanism behind the relationship between ToM and moral judgments 
(Buon et al., 2016). A great body of research, both cross-sectional and longitudinal, 
documented the tight links between ToM and executive functions (see Devine & 
Hughes, 2014, for a meta-analysis), as interindividual variation in ToM was found 
to be due to executive functioning (Devine & Hughes, 2014). Thus, future research 
should investigate if executive functions (e.g., inhibitory control, shifting) may be 
an explanatory factor in the role of individual variation of ToM in children’s moral 
judgments of transgressions.  
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These results have important implications for moral education, as 
teachers might facilitate young children’s understanding of moral contexts by 
requiring them to consider all aspects of a transgression and help them take the 
perspective of both the transgressor and victim into account when making moral 
judgments and possible punishment decisions. In complex moral interactions, 
educators could help children integrate intention and outcomes while also 
considering additional information (e.g., negligence, group biases). Furthermore, 
these findings also have important implications for understanding how social-
cognitive abilities interact with information about the victim and the transgressor's 
intention (and negligence) to influence children’s decision-making processes in 
different socio-moral contexts.  

 
Conclusion 
 

ToM is an essential prerequisite for children’s moral judgment. It is more 
predictive than age when it comes to making accurate moral reasoning. Moreover, 
second-order ToM and MoToM are better predictors than both age and first-
order ToM (D’Esterre et al., 2019), showing that children need to be capable of 
complex recursive thinking when judging complex moral settings. When 
compared with classical ToM measures (e.g., location false belief task; content 
false belief task), children’s MoToM abilities are better at predicting children’s 
moral understanding and reasoning. One possible explanation might be that 
MoToM represents a more ecologically valid measure by requiring children to 
ascribe mental states in socially and morally multifaceted complex scenarios. 
Nonetheless, future studies should develop new MoToM tasks, as current results 
point to the fact that MoToM ability might be context-dependent.  
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