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Abstract

Responsibility requires causation. But there are different kinds
of causes. Some are connected to their effects; others are dis-
connected. We ask how children’s developing ability to distin-
guish causes relates to their understanding of moral responsi-
bility. We found in Experiment 1 that when Andy hits Suzy
with his bike, she falls into a fence and it breaks, 3-year-old
children treated “caused”, “break” and “fault” as referring to
the direct cause, Suzy. By 4, they differentiated causes: Andy
“caused” the fence to break, it’s his “fault”, but Suzy “broke”
it. We found in Experiment 2 that when the chain involved
disconnection, 3-year-olds focused only on the direct cause.
Around 5 they distinguished causes, saying that the discon-
necting cause “caused” an object to break, it’s their “fault”, but
the direct cause “broke” it. Our findings relate to the outcome-
to-intention shift in moral responsibility and suggest a more
fundamental shift in children’s understanding of causation.
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Introduction
Responsibility requires causation. This is part of philosoph-
ical orthodoxy (e.g., Driver, 2007; Sartorio, 2007; Sytsma et
al., 2023), embodied in the law (e.g., Hart & Honoré, 1959),
and reflected in psychological theories of responsibility (e.g.,
Cushman et al., 2013; F. D. Fincham & Jaspars, 1980; Heider,
1958; Lagnado et al., 2013; Samland, Josephs, Waldmann, &
Rakoczy, 2016; Schleifer et al., 1983; Shaver, 1985; Shultz
& Schleifer, 1983). Even models suggesting that blame and
praise influence causal judgment (e.g., Alicke, 1992, 2000;
Alicke et al., 2011; Rose, 2017) presuppose that causation
must be established before such biases can operate.

The connection between responsibility and causation is
also reflected in children’s judgments: They don’t blame
someone merely associated with an outcome; causal involve-
ment is necessary (F. Fincham & Jaspars, 1979). Young chil-
dren prioritize the magnitude of the outcome that was caused,
regardless of intent, while older children also consider inten-
tions (Piaget, 1932). This “outcome-to-intention shift” may
stem from distinct processes: one focused on mental states
for judging intentionality, the other on causation (Cushman
et al., 2013, though see Margoni and Surian, 2016; Nobes et
al., 2017). While one of the central questions concerning this
shift is how, and when, mental states become integrated, it is
usually assumed that causation is established first. But there
are different kinds of causes that children reason about, which

may influence their developing understanding of responsibil-
ity.

Different kinds of causes
Causation is often thought of in terms of production through
direct contact, like billiard balls colliding (Dowe, 2000;
Wolff, 2007). Indeed, many studies on the outcome-to-
intention shift involve an agent directly producing an out-
come. The situations Piaget (1932) presented to children,
someone spilling ink or knocking over cups and breaking
them, for instance, involve direct, production-based causa-
tion. However, causes can also indirectly produce effects, as
in a causal chain when Andy hits Suzy with his bike, she falls
into the fence, and it breaks. Here, Suzy is the proximal (di-
rect) cause, and Andy the distal (indirect) cause. In addition
to these productive causes, some causes, like absences, don’t
involve any production (Gerstenberg & Stephan, 2021; Wolff
et al., 2010). If Billy forgets sunscreen and gets sunburned,
the lack of sunscreen is a cause, not by producing the burn,
but because the burn depended on its absence.

Adults and children distinguish these different causes
and understand different causal verbs—lexical causatives
like “break” and “burn”, and periphrastic causatives like
“caused”—to refer to them (Rose et al., 2021; Rose et al.,
2025). Even four-year-olds demonstrate sophisticated under-
standing of the mapping between different causes and the
causal verbs that refer to them. They recognize that lexi-
cal causatives like “break” refer to direct causes (e.g., Suzy),
while “caused” can refer to indirect causes (e.g., Andy).
Later, they understand that “caused” can even refer to ab-
sences (e.g., sunscreen). As children develop an understand-
ing of causal relations and causal language, how does their
understanding of responsibility develop? For instance, is
Suzy, who “broke” the fence, or Andy, who “caused it to
break”, responsible?

Our Question
We ask how children’s expanding conception of what causes
what affects their responsibility judgments. While much re-
search, particularly work examining an outcome-to-intention
shift in moral judgment, focuses on assessing this shift with
respect to judgments of wrongness, naughtiness and punish-
ment (e.g., Cushman et al., 2013; Margoni & Surian, 2016;
Nobes et al., 2017; Piaget, 1932), here we focus more closely
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