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ABSTRACT

Young children’s reputation management is closely related to their social development. The purpose of our study is to examine the
interaction between theory of mind and partner choice on children’s reputation management. Participants consisted of 270
children who were 3 to 5 years old. First, we measured participants’ theory of mind capabilities using the unexpected location
task and unexpected content task and then randomly divided the participants into the control group, non-partner–choice
group, and partner-choice group. We measured reputation management by comparing children’s willingness to share and
sharing behavior between these groups. The findings are as follows: (1) Children from ages 3 to 5 demonstrated reputation
management, and their reputation management followed a significant developmental trend. The reputation management of 4-
to 5-year-old children was significantly better than that of 3-year-old children. (2) Scores on the theory of mind tasks
positively predicted children’s reputation management. (3) Partner choice affected children’s reputation management. In the
partner-choice group, children’s reputation management was more apparent. (4) Partner choice did moderate the relationship
between theory of mind and children’s reputation management. In the partner-choice group, theory of mind had a stronger
predictive effect on children’s reputation management.
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Introduction

“Gifts of roses, hand there is lingering fragrance”. Altruistic
behavior is not only altruistic, but also beneficial to the
altruist [1]. Studies have found that when there are
reputation cues in the situation, people change their
behavior and become more altruistic [2–4]. As a result,
adults strategically change their behavior in front of
observers to achieve a desired reputation, a process that
Milinski and Manfred have called reputation management.
Generally, reputation is said to consist of two interrelated
processes [5]. First, individuals must think about “what the
observer thinks of me”, which requires inferring the
observer’s mental state [6]. Second, being aware of others’
reputational judgments, individuals adjust their behavior in
order to be viewed in a more positive light, even damaging

their own interests [7–10]. In recent years, developmental
studies have shown that children also display significant
reputation management [11–17]. By exploring the
development of children’s reputation management and its
influencing factors, we can know more about altruistic
behavior.

Currently, researchers agree that young children can
manage their reputation [13,16–19]. However, their
opinions differ on the developmental characteristics and
critical age of children’s reputation management. Some
researchers believe this is a complicated social behavior that
begins after the age of 5 [13,15,16], while others think that
children as young as 3 or 4 years old exhibit simple
reputation management [17,19,20]. One purpose of our
study is to understand the characteristics and development
of 3- to 5-year-old children’s reputation management. This
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helps to accurately explore the relationship between theory of
mind, partner choice, and reputation management.

Theory of mind has been given more frequent attention
in research as an important cognitive factor influencing
children’s reputation management [21–25]. The hypothesis
of multiple forces holds that theory of mind can help
children weigh the advantages and disadvantages of
different motivations and find a balance between self-
interest and the welfare of others [7]. Generally, there are
competing motivations in situations that may influence
one’s reputation, so young children’s decision-making
behavior in these circumstances is affected by their theory of
mind. However, no existing study has measured the
relationship between theory of mind and typical young
children’s reputation management. Therefore, an additional
goal of our study was to determine whether theory of mind
affects children’s reputation management.

Researchers generally believe that partner choice and
children’s reputation management are closely related [25–27].
Indirect reciprocity and competitive altruism explain the
influence of partner choice on reputation management in
terms of motivation. Indirect reciprocity says that people are
more willing to help altruistic individuals, and they judge an
individual’s altruism by the reputation people spread [8].
Competitive altruism emphasizes that in order to win the
favor of partners, individuals not only need to be altruistic,
but also to be more altruistic than competitors [28]. That is,
individuals want to be favored by potential partners to gain
benefits, so they engage in more complex reputation
management in hopes of being viewed in a positive light
[8,28]. So, we concluded that when a clear partner choice cue
is added to the reputation situtation, the individual will
behave more in line with social expectations. Recent
experiments have supplied compelling evidence for this
concept [29,30]. For example, the experimenter invited 8-
year-old children to join a adyadic sharing game in which
both children simultaneously decided how many rewards to
share with each other. The children either knew that one of
them would be picked for a subsequent collaborative game or
had no such knowledge. The results found that children were
more generous in the sharing game when it could affect their
chances of being chosen for a subsequent game [29].
However, the influence of partner choice on young children’s
reputation management is not clear because previous studies
often invited older children or adults. A third question this
study aims to answer is whether partner choice can influence
young children’s reputation management.

Reputation management is affected by theory of mind
and partner choice. Engelmann et al. argued that the
prerequisite for exhibiting reputation management is one’s
ability to understand what others think of them, known as
theory of mind [15]. Individual reputation management is
also influenced by social relationships based on partner
choice. Cage et al. have found that partner choice affects
reputation management in both autistic and typical
individuals but has a greater impact on typical individuals
[31]. They asserted that the difference in reputation
management between autistic and typical individuals may be

due to their difference of theory of mind and motivation.
Based on them and the hypothesis of multiple forces [7], we
hypothesized that partner choice moderates the influence of
theory of mind on reputation management. Theory of mind
of children at different ages makes it possible for the
experiment to take place. The final purpose of our study is
to determine whether partner choice moderates reputation
management in typical groups with varying levels of theory
of mind.

We proposed four hypotheses for this study: (1) Three-
to five-year-old children can manage their reputation; (2)
children’s theory of mind affects their reputation
management; (3) partner choice affects children’s reputation
management; (4) partner choice moderates the influence of
theory of mind on children’s reputation management.

Method

Participants and procedure
We contacted a kindergarten in a city in northeast China and
asked teachers to distribute information about the study to
children and their guardians. We received verbal consent
from each child’s guardian.

A total of 270 children (159 boys and 111 girls)
participated in our study. There were 90 children (54 males)
aged 3 years (M = 3.61 years, SD = 0.30 years), 90 children
(54 males) aged 4 years (M = 4.55 years, SD = 0.32 years),
and 90 children (51 males) aged 5 years (M = 5.57 years, SD
= 0.34 years).

We chose a quiet room in the kindergarten as the
experimental site and a trained female graduate student
majoring in psychology as the experimenter. First, the
experimenter developed rapport with the child and then
began the formal experiment. Children were asked to
complete three tasks: the two theory of mind tasks and the
sharing task. In the sharing task, young children of each age
group were randomly assigned to the control group, non-
partner–choice group, or partner-choice group. There were
30 children of each age in each group.

Measures
(1) Theory of mind tasks

Unexpected location task
Adapted from the classic unexpected location task [32],

the experimenter and child watched an animated video that
showed the following: Doudou was playing with a bear in
the living room. Later, Doudou put the bear on the sofa and
went out to play by herself. When Doudou was gone, her
mother put the bear in Doudou’s bedroom. When Doudou
came back inside, she wanted to play with the bear again.

After the video ended, the experimenter asked, “Where
does Doudou think the bear is? Where is it actually?” and
“Where would Doudou find her bear? In the living room or
Doudou’s bedroom?”.

Unexpected content task
Adapted from the classic unexpected content task [33],

the experimenter showed the child a cookie box and asked,
“What do you think is in the box?” After the child

848 IJMHP, 2023, vol.25, no.7



answered, the experimenter opened the box and showed the
child what was inside—pencils, not cookies. The
experimenter asked, “What’s in the box?” and “If your best
friend, [name of the child’s best friend], comes and does not
look inside the box, what does he/she think is in it—cookies
or pencils?”.
(2) Sharing task

First, the experimenter showed the child five stickers and
said that she would give them to the child. She then told them
that she would be going to another kindergarten in a few days.
The experimenter told the child that he or she could take all
the stickers home or give some away to a child in the other
kindergarten. Next, the experimenter gave the child a white
envelope and a yellow envelope, and said, “You can put the
stickers you want to take home in the white envelope and
put any stickers you want to share with the child in another
kindergarten in the yellow envelope”. To assess whether the
child understood the rules, the experimenter asked three
questions: (a) “How many stickers do you have?” (b)
“Which envelope is for you?” (c) “Which envelope is for
another child?”.

Control group
In the control group, the experimenter explained that the

child had the freedom to decide whether or not to give stickers
to another child and how many stickers to give. She instructed
them to place any stickers they wished to give away into the
yellow envelope and to put the envelope into a paper bag.
She told them that because the bag was filled with yellow
envelopes, no one would know how many stickers they put
into their envelope. Then, the experimenter left the room so
the child could complete the task without being observed.
When she returned, she thanked the child, asked them to
keep the activity a secret, and took them back to class.

Non-partner–choice group
Based on previous research [16,19,20], we manipulated

reputation management in our experiment by adding an
observer. The observer said they knew the child’s classmates
thought of the child as “a good kid who is generous,” and
the child confirmed that the observer could see their behavior.

First, the experimenter determined whether the child
understood the phrase “a good kid who is generous”. If the
child did not understand, she gave specific examples such as
sharing food and toys with other children. When the child
understood, the experimenter told them, “I heard from your
class that you are a good kid who is generous. I will tell the
class how many stickers you gave to another child today”.
Then they asked the child to complete the sharing task.
When they were finished, the experimenter thanked the
child, asked them to keep the activity a secret, and took
them back to class.

Partner-choice group
Based on previous research [18,30], in the partner-choice

group, the experimenter told each child that she would give
erasers—in our pre-experiment, most children preferred
erasers to stickers—to the most generous child in the class
when she returned in a few days.

Like in the non-partner–choice group, the experimenter
ensured that the child understood the phrase “a good kid who
is generous”. Next, the experimenter told the child, “I heard
from your class that you are a good kid who is generous. I

will tell the class how many stickers you gave to another
child today”. Then the experimenter showed the child a box
with six erasers and told them, “I will come back to the
kindergarten in a few days, and I will share the erasers with
the most generous kids in your class”. After the child
completed the sharing task, the experimenter told them that
she suddenly remembered she would be unable to come
back to the kindergarten for several days because of family
affairs, apologized to the child, and gave the child three
erasers. Finally, the experimenter thanked the child, asked
them to keep the activity a secret, and took them back to class.

Data Analysis

(1) Theory of mind tasks
When we scored the unexpected locations task, if the

child’s answer was “in the living room,” they passed the task
and earned 1 point. If the child’s answer was “in the
bedroom,” they did not pass the task and earned 0 points.
Scores ranged from 0 to 1.

When we scored the unexpected content task, if the
child’s answer was “cookies” they passed the task and scored
1 point; if the child’s answer was “pencils” they did not pass
the task and scored 0 points. Scores range from 0 to 1.
(2) Sharing task

In our study, the control group did not provide any
information related to reputation and partner choice. The
control group served to measure children’s sharing behavior
in situations that do not impact their reputation and to test
whether children’s sharing behavior is related to their theory
of mind. As we all know, in real life, children would share
even when there are no reputation cues and partner choice
cues in the situation. So we measured the sharing behavior
of children in the control group as a baseline. In addition,
before analyzing the relationship between theory of mind
and reputation management, we need to eliminate the
interference between theory of mind and sharing behavior.
Whether theory of mind is related to sharing behavior, there
is no clear answer, some researchers think related [34,35],
some think not related [36,37]. Therefore, we should first
examine the relationship between theory of mind and
sharing behavior, that is, the correlation between theory of
mind and sharing behavior of children in the control group.
Alternatively, the non-partner–choice group only offered
reputation-related information. The non-partner–choice
group served two purposes. By comparing the results of this
group with those of the control group, we hoped to gain a
better understanding of the occurrence and developmental
characteristics of children’s reputation management. The
second purpose was to measure children’s desire to manage
their reputations in non-partner–choice situations. Finally,
the purpose of the partner-choice group was to measure
young children’s reputation management in the context of
partner choice. It allowed us to explore the influence of
partner choice on reputation management by comparing the
reputation management of children in this group with that
of children in the non-partner–choice group.

The child’s decision regarding whether to share the
stickers was recorded as their willingness to share and the
number of stickers each child placed in the envelope to give
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to other children was recorded as their sharing behavior
[17,19].

Results

Three-to five-year-old children’s reputation management
To text “(1) 3- to 5-year-old children can manage their
reputation” hypothesis we measured the willingness to share
and sharing behaviour of children ages 3 to 5 in the non-
partner-choice group and control group.

The willingness to share and sharing behavior of children
ages 3 to 5 in the non-partner–choice group and control group
are shown in Table 1. A chi-square test was used to analyze 3-
to 5-year-old children’s willingness to share in different
situations. If the child was willing to share, this was coded
as 1, and if the child was not willing to share, this was
coded as 0. The results showed that there were significant
differences between the groups in 3-year-old children’s
willingness to share. There were significant differences
between the groups in 4-year-old children’s willingness to
share well. Because the percentage of 5-year-old in the
control group who were willing to share reached 70, this
may indicate a ceiling effect. Therefore, although the
percentage of 5-year-old who were willing to share was
higher in the non-partner–choice group than in the control
group, there was no significant difference between the
groups in 5-year-old children’s willingness to share. Another
chi-square test was used to further analyze whether there
was a difference in willingness to share between 3-year-old
children and 4-year-old children in the non-partner-choice
group, and there was no significant difference found, X2 (1)
= 0.37, p > 0.05. The results showed that 3-year-old and 4-
year-old children manage their reputation by altering their
willingness to share and that there was no difference in
reputation management between 3-year-old and 4-year-old
children. When the situation had the potential to affect their
reputation, 3- to 5-year-old children showed a strong
willingness to share.

The average number of stickers shared were 0.93 (3-year-
old/non-partne-choice), 0.67 (3-year-old/control), 2.33 (4-
year-old/non-partne-choice), 0.77 (4-year-old/control), 2.23
(5-year-old/non-partne-choice), and 0.97 (5-year-old/
control). An ANOVA analysis was used to analyze the

sharing behavior of 3- to 5-year-old children in different
situations. The age and group were independent variables,
and the number of stickers that children shared was the
dependent variable. It was a 3 (age: 3, 4, 5) × 2 (group: non-
partner–choice group, control group) experimental design.
The results showed that the effect of group was significant,
F (1,174) = 33.32, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.16. The number of
stickers shared by those in the non-partner–choice group
was significantly higher than those shared by the control
group, p < 0.001. The effect of age was significant, F (2,174)
= 8.36, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.09. The number of stickers 5-year-
old children shared was significantly higher than that of 3-
year-old children, p < 0.05, and the number of stickers
shared by 4-year-old children was significantly higher than
that of 3-year-old children, p < 0.05. There was no
significant difference between 4- and 5-year old children in
the number of stickers shared, p > 0.05. There was
significant interaction between group and age, F (2,174) =
4.82, p < 0.05, η2p = 0.05. The results of the simple-effects
analysis showed that the number of stickers given to other
children by 5-year-old children in the non-partner–choice
group was significantly higher than that in the control
group, p < 0.001. The number of stickers given by 4-year-
old children in the non-partner–choice group was
significantly higher than that in the control group, p <
0.001. There was no significant difference between the non-
partner–choice group and the control group in the number
of stickers shared by 3-year-old children, p > 0.05. The
number of stickers given by 5-year-old children to other
children was significantly higher than that of 3-year-old
children in the non-partner–choice group, p < 0.001, and
the number of stickers shared by 4-year-old children was
also significantly higher than that of 3-year-old children in
the non-partner–choice group, p < 0.001. There was no
significant difference in the number of stickers given to
other children between 4-year-old and 5-year-old children
in the non-partner–choice group, p > 0.05. The results
showed that both 4-year-old and 5-year-old children
managed their reputation by adjusting the number of
stickers they shared, and that this behavior does not vary
between 4-year-old and 5-year-old children.

In summary, 3- to 5-year-old children all showed
reputation management behavior, and their reputation
management gradually matured as age increased. 3-year-
olds could only manage their reputation at the level of
willingness to share, while 4- to 5-year-old not only
displayed a strong willingness to share, but also managed
their reputation by increasing the number of stickers they
shared with other children. Because 3-year-old children’s
reputation management was not embodied by their sharing
behavior, we used 4- to 5-year-old children’s sharing
behavior to analyze the relationship between theory of
mind, partner choice, and reputation management.

The effect of theory of mind on reputation management
To text “(2) children’s theory of mind affects their reputation
management” hypothesis we used Pearson correlation
analysis, and the results showed that there was a significant

TABLE 1

Willingness to share of children aged 3 to 5

Age Group Sharing
willingness

X² p

3 Non-partner–choice 73.30% 8.15 0.004

Control 36.70%

4 Non-partner–choice 80.00% 4.80 0.03

Control 53.30%

5 Non-partner–choice 86.70% 2.46 0.12

Control 70.00%
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correlation between scores on the unexpected content task
and the unexpected location task, p < 0.001, r = 0.55. This
indicates that scores on the two tasks reflect the children’s
theory of mind consistently. The total score of theory of
mind was obtained by adding the scores of the two tasks,
which ranged from 0 to 2. The score of theory of mind and
the number of stickers children shared in each group are
shown in Table 2.

The results of Pearson correlation analysis showed that
there was no significant correlation between the number of
stickers shared and the score of theory of mind in the
control group, p > 0.05, r = −0.15. The results ruled out the
possibility of a significant correlation between children’s
theory of mind and their sharing behavior in control group,
and avoided the interference of the experimental results.
There was a marginally significant correlation between the
number of stickers shared and the score of theory of mind
in the non-partner–choice group, p = 0.055 > 0.05, r = 0.25,
and there was a significant correlation between the number
of stickers shared and the score of theory of mind in the
partner-choice group, p < 0.001, r = 0.59.

The effect of partner choice on reputation management
To text “(3) partner choice affects children’s reputation
management” hypothesis we used independent sample t-
test, and the results showed that there were significant
differences between the non-partner–choice group and
partner-choice group in the number of stickers children
shared, t = 2.86, df = 118, p < 0.05, d = 0.52. Through
comparing the average number of stickers shared in the

experimental conditions, it was clear that children in the
partner-choice group shared more stickers than children in
the non-partner–choice group. The results indicate that
partner choice has a positive effect on children’s reputation
management.

The moderating effect of partner choice
To text “(4) partner choice moderates the influence of theory
of mind on children’s reputation management” hypothesis we
analyzed the moderating effect of partner choice using the
bootstrap method. The number of stickers the children
shared was the dependent variable; the theory of mind score
was the independent variable. Moreover, the experimental
condition (non-partner–choice group was coded 0; partner-
choice group was 1) was the moderator, and the children’s
age was the control variable. Results are shown in Table 3.
The results showed that the moderating effect of partner
choice on the relationship between theory of mind and
reputation management was significant, p < 0.001. The
moderating effect was 0.63.

Simple slope results are shown in Fig. 1. The results showed
that in the non-partner–choice group, 4- to 5-year-old children’s
theory of mind could predict their reputation management
significantly, Bsimple = 0.26, t = 2.14, p < 0.05. In the
partner-choice group, 4- to 5-year-old children’s theory of
mind could also predict their reputation management
significantly, Bsimple = 0.59, t = 5.07, p < 0.001. The results
showed that compared with the non-partner–choice group,
theory of mind had a stronger positive predictive effect on
children’s reputation management in the partner-choice
situation. When there are clear partner choice cues in the
situation, the reputation management of young children

TABLE 2

Score of theory of mind and the number of stickers children
shared in different groups

Group Theory of mind Number of
stickers (sheet)

Control 1.07 0.87

(0.86) (0.85)

Non-partner–choice 1.47 2.28

(0.81) (1.65)

Partner-choice 1.22 3.13

(0.85) (1.61)

TABLE 3

The moderating effect of partner choice on the relationship between theory of mind and children’s reputation management

Predictive variable B S. E. t p F

Ztheory of mind 0.26 0.12 2.14 0.034 9.85 (p < 0.001)

Partner choice 0.63 0.16 3.91 <0.001

Age −0.21 0.17 −1.23 0.220

Ztheory of mind * partner choice 0.33 0.16 1.99 0.049

R2 0.26

FIGURE 1. Moderating effect of partner choice on the relationship
between theory of mind and children’s reputation management.
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with higher theory of mind was stronger than children with
lower theory of mind.

Discussion

Developmental characteristics of 3- to 5-year-old children’s
reputation management
In our study, 3- to 5-year-old children displayed obvious
reputation management behavior, and their reputation
management varied significantly based on their age. 4- to 5-
year-old children showed more advanced reputation
management than 3-year-old children. 3-year-old only
managed their reputation by being willing to share, while 4-
and 5-year-old not only showed a strong willingness to
share, but also managed their reputation by increasing the
number of stickers they shared with other children.

Three-year-old children’s reputation management was
not as developed as the older children’s. This may be due to
several reasons. First, 3-year-old are still in the early stages
of explicit theory of mind development, and their immature
explicit theory of mind could affect their understanding of
reputation. Furthermore, at the age of 3, children’s
temporal-cognitive ability is also in its early stages of
development [38], so children may not deeply understand
the impact of their current reputation on their later life.
Thirdly, the development of cognitive skills related to
reputation management could also affect children’s
reputation management. For example, 3-year-old children’s
concept of numbers is immature [39], and this could have
their ability to create and maintain a positive reputation in
our study. Overall, the immaturity of 3-year-old children’s
reputation management was likely due to their limited
cognitive development.

In terms of reputation management, 4-year-old children
seem to be in a transitional stage. Rapp et al. found that
although 4-year-old children showed obvious reputation
management behavior, it was not flexible; they could not
adjust their reputation management behavior according to
different situations [17]. In our study, compared with 3-
year-old children, 4-year-old children displayed more
mature reputation management behavior, both in
willingness to share and sharing behavior.

The results suggest that 5-year-old were able to manage
their reputation more adequately than the younger children,
which is consistent with previous empirical studies
[13,14,16,18]. At 5 years old, children’s understanding of
false beliefs is more developed, so they can understand that
people may hold different beliefs regarding the same event
or the same experience. This could explain why they had a
deeper understanding of reputation than younger children.
5-year-old also tend to be more socially experienced and
have more developed cognitive skills that enable them to
recognize the important role of reputation. There was no
difference between 4- and 5-year-old in terms of the
number of stickers they shared, which may be due to the
simplicity of the reputation situation in this experiment.
Future research should utilize more complex tasks to
explore the development of children’s reputation
management.

Influence of theory of mind on children’s reputation
management
The results show that theory of mind can positively predict 4-
to 5-year-old children’s reputation management. This is
consistent with the results of previous studies and
corresponds to the hypothesis of multiple forces
[7,21,23,25]. Firstly, in terms of the understanding of
reputation, the more mature children’s theory of mind is,
the better children’s understanding of the impact of good
reputation on their own is. After passing the first-order false
belief task, young children can understand that individuals
with different beliefs will behave differently towards the
same thing or event. Similarly, they can understand that
different reputations can lead to different ways of
interacting with the same person. Therefore, children whose
theory of mind is more mature will pay more attention to
creating and maintaining their good reputation. Secondly, in
the process of sharing, young children with more mature
theory of mind have a better understanding of their own
situation and can more accurately guess the wishes and
intentions of the bystander, so as to make the best decision,
show the bystander that he/she is willing to share. The
children who fail to pass the first-order false belief task are
still in the stage of full egocentricity, and their sharing
behavior mainly takes into account their own wishes and
needs, so they mainly show self-interested sharing behavior,
and can not show effective reputation management behavior.

Influence of partner choice on children’s reputation
management
In our social life, people often prefer to interact with
individuals or groups with certain characteristics. The
researchers argue that if people benefit from interacting with
cooperative individuals, in the long run, a reputation for
cooperation will have a huge advantage in individual
competition for opportunity [8,28]. Therefore, in order to
gain the favor of the opportunity provider, people will pay
more attention to the management of their ideal reputation.
The results show that partner choice plays an important role
in children’s reputation management, and 4- to 5-year-old
children show more significant reputation management
behavior in the situation of partner choice. This supports
the idea of indirect reciprocity and competitive altruism
[18,26–30]. In partner choice scenarios, young children need
to compete with other young children for the reputation of
being the “the best kid who is most generous” in order to
win the chance to be chosen as an interactive partner. At
this point, bystanders not only evaluate their behavior, but
also compare their behavior with that of other competitive
children. As a result, young children are more generous in
sharing activities in order to gain the first place in the
reputational competition and the favor of opportunity
providers, thus becoming their future partners.

Moderating effect of partner choice
We also found that partner choice moderates the relationship
between theory of mind and reputation management in young
children. In situations of partner choice, children’s theory of
mind could predict their reputation management behavior
more positively. These results support the point of
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Engelmann et al. that theory of mind and partner choice have
a combined effect on children’s reputation management [15].
In the context of non-partner-choice group, young children
need only to understand their own situation and the
psychological state of the experimenter in order to maintain
their reputation as “a good kid who is generous”. In the
partner-choice scenario, however, children only wanted to
maintain their reputation as “a good kid who is generous”,
but also wanted to play the game again with the
experimenter. If young children want to get the chance to
play again, they have to win the reputation of being the “the
best kid who is most generous”. In this situation, young
children not only need to understand their own situation
and the psychological state of the experimenter, but also
need to explain and predict the psychological state of other
competitors. Therefore, under the situation of partner
choice, young children’s situation is more complex and their
need for good reputation is more urgent. Partner choice
changes the influence of children’s theory of mind on their
reputation management, children with more mature theory
of mind can understand more accurately the psychological
state of the opportunity provider and the competitor, and
thus display the most generous behavior.

Limitations
Our study had some limitations. First, this study explored the
developmental characteristics of 3- to 5-year-old children’s
reputation management by using the number of stickers
they shared with other children as a dependent variable, but
we did not control for the development of children’s
understanding of numbers. Future research should consider
using other experimental paradigms that do not involve the
concept of numbers or control for participants’
understanding of numbers when using this experimental
paradigm. Secondly, this study only discusses the influence
of explicit theory of mind on children’s reputation
management. Some researchers believe that children’s
implicit theory of mind could also influence their reputation
management [31]. Future research should continue to
explore the influence of implicit theory of mind on
children’s reputation management.

Overall, we obtained the following results from young
children: (1) 3- to 5-year-old children can manage their
reputation; (2) children’s theory of mind affects their
reputation management; (3) partner choice affects children’s
reputation management; (4) partner choice moderates the
influence of theory of mind on children’s reputation
management. It may help us to comprehend the self-
interested motivation of altruistic behavior by understanding
young children’s reputation management and its influencing
factors.
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