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Abstract
Analysis of the development of gossip and reputation during childhood can help with understanding these processes in adulthood, as well as with understanding children’s own social worlds. Five stages of gossip-related behavior and reputation-related cognition are considered. Infants seem to be prepared for a reputational world in that they are sensitive to social stimuli; approach or avoid social agents who act positively or negatively to others, respectively; and point interaction partners toward relevant information. Young children engage in verbal signaling (normative protests and tattling) about individuals who violate social norms. In middle childhood, the development of higher-order theory of mind leads to a fully explicit awareness of reputation as something that can be linguistically transmitted. Because of this, preadolescents start to engage in increased conflict regarding others’ verbal evaluations. Finally, during adolescence and adulthood, gossip becomes more covert, more ambiguous, and less openly negative. The driving force behind all these changes is seen as children’s progressive independence from adults and dependence on peer relationships.
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Introduction
This chapter attempts to show how an understanding of gossip and reputation in adults can be informed by an analysis of the growth of simpler forms of behavioral reporting and character evaluation in children. There are two key assumptions behind this approach: first, that children are not simply little adults with access to less information and a quantitatively smaller brain capacity, but beings who think in qualitatively different ways; and second, that adult ways of thinking and behaving do not simply replace children’s ways, but are in some sense constructed on top of the latter via an increase in information-processing complexity. In common with much of modern developmental psychology—and while acknowledging more recent research that has resulted in significant modifications to Piaget’s ideas—this approach is broadly Piagetian in focus, Piaget’s conception of stages being effectively levels of complexity of information-processing that serve as “building blocks” for fully adult ways of thinking.
While not all developmental psychologists share Piaget’s belief in the utility of a stage-based analysis such as this one, it should be noted that stage theory does not rest on the authority of a single theorist but also makes scientific sense from an evolutionary developmental perspective (Bjorklund and Pellegrini, 2000; Tomasello and Gonzalez-Cabrera, 2017). As has recently been argued (Burman, 2013; Ingram, 2013), Piaget’s stages represent the psychological effects of underlying biological changes in the developing individual. It is thus possible to accept the utility of dividing children’s development into stages, without accepting all the details of Piaget’s theory, or regarding either the stages, or the ages at which stage transitions take place, as strictly invariant (cf. Lourenço, 2016). Unlike Piaget, evolutionary developmental stage theory posits the existence of early hard-wired biases (e.g., toward social stimuli and therefore social information) that persist throughout later stages of development. And from an evolutionary point of view, the main reason for the existence of stages in the development of gossip and reputation may be a progressive lack of dependence on adult caregivers to meet one’s fitness needs and an increased interdependence with peers (paralleling the classic theory of Piaget [1932] on the transition from heteronomous to autonomous morality). Reflecting this focus on children’s needs, a more indirect aim of the chapter is to show how gossip, reputation and their developmental precursors pervade many different aspects of children’s social lives, and can therefore be useful for understanding and improving their lives.
This review of the ontogeny of gossip and reputational understanding is divided into five sections, based on five ontogenetic stages through which children and adolescents pass during development: infancy, early childhood, middle childhood, preadolescence and early adolescence, and middle to late adolescence. For each stage, I outline the characteristics of gossip production and reputational understanding in that age group. The overall intent is to provide a description of the cognitive building blocks that need to be in place for the very socially sophisticated adult behavior of gossip to be constructed. Finally, in the conclusion, I offer a tentative synthesis of the relationship between gossip and reputation through development. I argue that the ontogenies of these two phenomena are closely intertwined: changes in reputational understanding affect children’s linguistic accounts of third parties, including gossip; while their experiences of producing and consuming gossip enable the development of a more sophisticated understanding of reputation.
Infancy (0–2 years)
The stage of infancy is broadly defined, as with Piaget’s sensorimotor stage, by the absence or only rudimentary presence of language. As such, infants cannot really gossip. However, their early social interactions with others do show several interesting features that hint at a future capacity for gossip. First, from the age of 9 months, and probably earlier, children exhibit an interest in triadic communication with caregivers: that is, in referring to an entity outside of the communication partnership that is the object of their “joint attention” (Carpenter et al., 1998), rather than just to something in themselves or their audience. Tomasello’s early work showed that children had longer, more complex conversations with their mothers in this type of interaction than when they were only focused on each other (Tomasello and Farrar, 1986), leading to his postulation of joint attention as a key factor in the evolution of human language and cooperation (Tomasello, 1999; 2008). Second, even very young children are sensitive to their audience’s knowledge state. Thirteen-month-old infants understand that seeing leads to knowing and that someone who has not had perceptual access to that information will not act based on that information (Surian et al., 2007), and they can even modify their communicative behavior to take account of an interaction partner’s lack of knowledge when playing a hiding game (Bourdais et al., 2013). Third, even the youngest infants are interested in the social world. They will, for example, selectively orient to human faces (Frank et al., 2014; Jakobsen et al., 2016; Johnson et al., 1991), and prefer to pay attention to a strange peer than to their mother (Lewis et al., 1975). Many of an infant’s first words also refer to agents—that is, to potentially social beings (Dromi, 1999).
Thus, although gossip per se does not exist in infancy, putting these early characteristics of infant communication together we can see that humans are prepared for three crucial aspects of gossip right from the start of their communicative careers. Infants attempt to communicate about third-party entities of mutual interest to them and their audience; they attempt to communicate novel information; and they attempt to communicate social information. A fourth characteristic of gossip in adults is the communication of reputationally relevant information. Apparently no study has attempted to examine whether infants preferentially communicate such information. However, it certainly seems to be the case that infants are aware of what might be called the moral valence of an action, and react to it accordingly. Studies of selective association have shown that young children and infants as young as 5 months (Hamlin et al., 2011) prefer to interact with toys or puppets that they have witnessed exhibiting prosocial rather than antisocial behavior, and expect other characters to do the same (see also Hamlin et al., 2007; Kenward and Dahl, 2011; Meristo and Surian, 2014; Vaish et al., 2010; Vaish et al., 2016).
Some authors (e.g., Meristo and Surian, 2013) have interpreted these findings as reflecting an understanding of indirect reciprocity, which is often taken to be a foundation of reputation-based cooperation in humans (Alexander, 1987; Nowak and Sigmund, 1998; 2005). However, this seems like an over-interpretation of the data, given that similar patterns of selective association are also found in dogs (if strange humans are used instead of toys/puppets; Chijiiwa et al., 2015). This suggests that the infant results may reflect a general adaptive tendency in social animals to avoid individuals who are likely to do them harm, and approach individuals who are likely to help them (sometimes known as “social selection”; Baumard et al., 2013; Kuhlmeier et al., 2014), rather than a human-specific tendency to explicitly reward or punish other individuals, in line with Alexander’s (1987) theoretical conception of indirect reciprocity. More empirical work is needed in order to carefully test for differences in what might be called “implicit” indirect reciprocity at early ages, based on selective association, and “explicit” indirect reciprocity at older ages, based on attempts to punish or reward certain behaviors in other people.
Early Childhood (2–4 years)
Moving on to the development of verbal behavior, what is clear is that almost as soon as young children can speak in full sentences, they are using them to report the behavior of other people, especially siblings (den Bak and Ross, 1996) or peers (Ingram and Bering, 2010). Children’s third-party reporting meets a broad definition of gossip in terms of the description of other individual’s behavior to a third party, although unlike prototypical adult gossip it is often overt in that it takes place in front of the person whose behavior is being reported (Ingram, 2014). This definitional ambiguity may explain why some authors have claimed that young children gossip frequently, but in front of the target (Fine, 1977), while others have claimed, from observations of young children in a daycare center, that “It was surprisingly difficult to catch the children gossiping” (Engel and Li, 2004, 160).
The overt reporting of negative (and especially counter-normative) behavior by other individuals is known as tattling. In children, it has been recorded observationally in homes between siblings (den Bak and Ross, 1996; Ross and Den Bak-Lammers, 1998), in preschools between peers (Ingram and Bering, 2010), and under controlled experimental conditions (Hardecker et al., 2016; Rakoczy et al., 2008; Schmidt et al., 2011; Vaish et al. 2011), even when these involve transgressions committed by an unfamiliar adult (Heyman et al. 2016). The prevalence of negative over positive or neutral reporting was demonstrated by Ross and Den Bak-Lammers (1998) and by Ingram and Bering (2010). Ingram (2014) argued that this was due to a social pressure on young children to express aggressive impulses in more and more indirect ways, since physical violence between siblings or peers is not usually tolerated by supervising adults.
There is some disagreement over exactly when tattling starts. Tomasello and Vaish (2013) claimed, based mainly on the experimental results of their own research group, that “normative protest” does not become common until children reach 3 years of age. However, in naturalistic environments regular tattling of 2-year-old children on their 4-year-old siblings was observed by den Bak and Ross (1996), while in audio-recordings made by Wells (1981), available in the CHILDES online corpus (MacWhinney, 2000) and re-analyzed by Ingram (2009), there were also several examples of tattling by 2-year-olds. The question of whether 2-year-olds are fully aware of the existence and importance of social norms is critical to analyzing the extent of their awareness of their own and others’ reputation. This is because norm psychology is another building block of reputational understanding: the concept of reputation only really makes sense if it is placed in front of a background of social norms against which it can be measured, whether it is a bad reputation from failing to comply with norms or a good reputation from fully complying with, or even exceeding, normative expectations (Fu et al., 2016).
For reputation to be useful to others it has to be not only shared (e.g., via gossip) but an evaluation against shared standards: it is not very informative to tell someone about behavior you don’t like, unless you assume that they also wouldn’t like it. In a way, therefore, social norms represent an abstraction of shared intentionality extended to the judgment of action against (explicitly or implicitly) agreed standards (Schmidt and Rakoczy, forthcoming), rather than being simply joint attention paid to objects or actions that are immediately present. Tomasello and Vaish (2013) argued that this process develops in 3-year-olds based on theory-of-mind (and particularly false-belief) understanding. This does not make much sense because while often described as first appearing in 3-year-olds, explicit false-belief understanding in fact does not arrive in the majority of children until closer to 4 years (on average; see the meta-analysis of false-belief studies by Wellman et al., 2001); while other forms of explicit theory of mind, such as the understanding that individuals can have different desires, appear months earlier, and implicit theory of mind may develop as early as 15 months (Doherty, 2008). A scenario that may better fit the empirical evidence is that children gradually and intuitively learn to follow social norms between 2 and 3 years of age (about the same time that they learn grammatical rules, which after all are just a form of social norms). After 3 years of age they develop more of a metacognitive, representational awareness of social norms (cf. Perner, 1991), which includes the possibility of breaking them, and leads to more sophisticated forms of tattling and representational awareness. This is a related ability to false-belief understanding and develops in parallel with it, but there does not seem to be currently any direct empirical evidence that one is dependent on the other.
On the subject of normative understanding, young 3-year-olds, and indeed 2-year-olds, can also show a sophisticated understanding of the difference between “moral” norms that are universally applicable, and “conventional” norms that are restricted to a specific social context (Nucci and Turiel, 1978; Smetana, 1981; but see Hardecker et al. [2016] for evidence that in actual behavioral responses such as tattling, 3-year-olds may be less sensitive than 5-year-olds to the difference between moral and conventional norms). As we have seen, this is in line with the propensity of 2-year-olds (den Bak and Ross, 1996) and 3-year-olds (Ingram and Bering, 2010) to make contextually sensitive kinds of protests about siblings’ or peers’ norm violations. So, are 2-year-olds’ protests against others’ behavior truly norm-oriented, or simply advertising behavior that they don’t like (a kind of negativity bias in line with the results of work on selective association, and with work that shows a bias toward descriptions of negative events in the stories that young children tell to parents about the past; Miller and Sperry, 1988)? This is a question that remains to be answered by future experimental research. If such research does show that children’s early protests are truly oriented toward violation of social norms, and that their normative awareness develops between the ages of 2 and 3 rather than afterward, then it is possible that improvements in norm-understanding actually lead to key developments in theory of mind, and particularly in false-belief understanding, rather than vice versa.
Middle Childhood (4–8 years)
Whatever the cause of the advance in theory-of-mind understanding between 3 and 4 years, it is clear that it precedes extensive changes in children’s social cognition, social relations and cooperative behavior during middle childhood (Caputi et al., 2012; House et al., 2013; Slaughter et al., 2015), a once-neglected period of child development that is beginning to attract increased theoretical interest (Bosmans and Kerns, 2015; Del Giudice, 2014; Ingram, 2014). These changes naturally have effects on children’s communication about others’ social behavior. One such change is a drop in the relative importance of tattling: Ross and Den Bak-Lammers (1998) compared 4-year-old children’s tattling on their 2-year-old siblings with the same children’s levels of tattling when the former were 6 years old and their siblings 4 years old, and found that while overall rates of tattling increased (presumably reflecting an enhanced facility with narrative forms of language), it decreased as a proportion of children’s total speech during the observational period. Indeed, Engelmann and colleagues (2016) showed that in an experimental situation involving a choice of potential collaborative partners, 5-year-olds but not 3-year-olds were capable of spontaneously providing positive reputational information about others. It is noteworthy however that just because children even at the start of middle childhood are capable of talking positively about others, this does not mean that they will necessarily do so very often in their everyday lives: in Ross and Den Bak-Lammers’s (1998) data, 6-year-olds still spent more time tattling on their young siblings than they did describing their positive and neutral actions combined. Nevertheless, attitudes toward tattling change during middle childhood. In line with a classic experiment by Piaget (1932), a study by Chiu Loke et al. (2011) found that while 6-year-olds believed that tattling on both major and minor transgressions was acceptable, older children found it appropriate only for serious transgressions such as cases of physical violence (see also Chiu Loke et al. [2014] for a replication with both American and Japanese children).
Perhaps not coincidentally, it is during middle childhood and its accompanying decline in tattling that children first begin to gossip extensively, in the normal sense of the word (i.e., covert reporting of other people’s behavior, in place of the overt reporting involved in tattling). After coding and analyzing the natural conversations of dyads of girls aged 6–7, 11–12, and 16–17 years, Mettetal (1983) found that the frequency of gossip increased dramatically between the youngest and middle age groups, remaining at about the same level in the oldest group. A similar longitudinal pattern, for younger children, was found by Engel and Li (2004), who asked three groups of participants—aged 4, 7, and 10 years—to tell stories about their friends in semi-structured interviews. The length, descriptiveness, and evaluative content of the stories increased significantly with age, implying that younger children’s stories were much less informative than older children’s.
If changes in children’s social communication, including gossip, are just beginning in middle childhood, there are more dramatic changes taking place simultaneously in their reputational understanding. While the capacity to comprehend social norms may have developed in early childhood, it is in middle childhood—a relatively stable period of ontogeny—that children really spend significant amounts of time learning and internalizing normative behavior. This leads to more pronounced individual differences, as well as advancement across the board, in various culturally specific technical skills (Del Giudice, 2014; Locke and Bogin, 2006) and also in general levels of prosocial behavior (Caputi et al., 2012; House et al., 2013). Increased internalization of social norms coincides with a well-known development in moral psychology known as the outcome-to-intention shift (Cushman et al., 2013). In this developmental change, first outlined by Piaget (1932), children between the ages of 4 and 8 years who are morally evaluating an action come to assign more weight to the good or bad intention behind it, rather than focusing solely on the good or bad outcome as younger children do. (It is worth noting here that at age 4, even though they can typically pass false-belief tests and realize that other people have different preferences, many children still find it difficult to accept verbally that people can have wicked intentions [Cushman et al., 2013], which might seem to be another prerequisite for assigning someone a permanently bad reputation.)
Also at around this age, between about 6 and 8 years, children become aware that people can hold different but equally valid evaluations of the same stimulus, a development that has been called the beginning of the interpretive mind (Carpendale and Chandler, 1996) and has consequences for children’s understanding of reputation as it may lead to the realization that an actor’s actions can be interpreted differently by witnesses (and gossip recipients) than by the actor themselves (Ross et al., 2005). The complex social cognition involved in considering the various possible interpretations in such situations may depend on the development of more complex forms of theory of mind: Fu et al. (2014) found that second-order theory of mind (the ability to consider what another person thinks a third person is thinking) made unique contributions, on top of first-order theory of mind, to performance by 4- to 7-year-old children on moral judgement tasks.
In line with the developments that are taking place in theory of mind and related areas, children in middle childhood start to show greater sensitivity to the presence of an observer, suggesting further building blocks toward a fully developed concept of reputation. For example, Engelmann and colleagues (2012; see also Engelmann et al., 2013) found that 5-year-old humans, but not chimpanzees, behaved more cooperatively when observed by a peer. Meanwhile, Piazza and colleagues (2011) showed that 5–6 year-old children were less likely to cheat not only in the presence of a human observer but even in the presence of an imaginary invisible princess, invented by the experimenter. These studies are more suggestive than the evidence presented in the first section of a possible sensitivity in young children to generalized, linguistically mediated indirect reciprocity: since young children are not typically punished directly by peers or invisible princesses, the implication is that they might tell someone who could punish the participant. Interestingly, children’s sensitivity to monitoring at this age may be a function of explicit (strategic) rather than implicit cognition (Leimgruber et al., 2012): an experimental study by Fujii and colleagues (2015) found that 5-year-olds’ generosity increased when they were monitored by an experimenter, but not when they were “monitored” by a picture of staring eyes on a computer (but see Manesi et al. 2016); while in Piazza and colleagues’ (2011) results, the level of cheating was mediated by explicitly stated belief in the invisible agent.
Even these results, however, are compatible with a picture of development in which 5-year-olds are sensitive to how they are evaluated by direct witnesses (which we might call image-scoring; cf., e.g., Wedekind and Milinski 2000), but not to the effects of gossip on linguistically mediated reputation. This last development probably has to wait until later in middle childhood: in a pivotal study for the purposes of the current chapter, Hill and Pillow (2006) showed that kindergarten children (aged 5–6 years) did not typically understand that an individual would have a lower opinion of a peer after learning about his or her antisocial activity indirectly, via gossip, though they did understand that direct observation of antisocial behavior would affect the witness’s opinion. Seven-to-eight-year-old children, on the other hand, did have both kinds of awareness. A recent study by Haux et al. (2016) supported this finding by showing that while 5-year-old children trusted gossip and direct observation equally, 7-year-olds gave more weight to their own observations. It remains to be investigated how this new understanding of the effects of language on reputation—and the potential of linguistic reports about others to be untrustworthy—rests upon and interacts with developments in the areas of theory of mind and morality that have also been discussed in this section.
Preadolescence and Early Adolescence (8–13 years)
The studies of Mettetal (1983) and Engel and Li (2004) discussed in the previous section indicate that gossip becomes more common between middle childhood and pre-adolescence. This has not gone unnoticed by researchers, so that in contrast to the paucity of studies on gossip-like behavior in young children, more research has focused directly on pre-adolescent gossip. In a vignette study, for example, Kuttler and colleagues (2002) showed that 8–12-year-old children already understood what gossip meant, considered it generally inappropriate, treated it with skepticism (surprisingly, less so in older children), and judged false gossip harshly. Despite this apparent evaluation of gossip as inappropriate, preadolescents seem to have a drive to spread social information: in an experimental “transmission chain” study in a 5th-grade classroom (10–11-year-olds), McGuigan and Cubillo (2013) found that social information was transmitted more readily than non-social information, and (in contrast to stereotypes about gossip) that boys transmitted more social information than girls.
As well as sex differences, there may be interesting individual differences and age-related changes in gossiping within the preadolescent age range. The complex effects of gossip on personal relationships for this age group was shown by Menzer and colleagues (2012), who found that frequent gossip in 10–12-year-old girls’ friendship dyads could lead to higher or lower levels of perceived friendship quality or friendship quality, depending on the levels of anxious withdrawal of the individuals concerned. The specific content of gossip is likely to be important for how well it is received. When McDonald and colleagues (2007) analyzed videos of female friends’ (aged 9–10 years) conversations, they found that gossip was frequent and primarily neutral in content; popular girls however gossiped even more frequently, and more evaluatively (see Aikins et al. [2015] for a similar relationship between popularity and gossip frequency in 13–15-year-old girls). In contrast, working observationally with a sample of 10–14-year-olds, Eder and Enke (1991) found that negative evaluations of others in response to hearing gossip about them were more common than positive or neutral reactions, and that the first reaction from an individual within a group was important in influencing the reactions of other group members. Putting these two studies together, and assuming that popular children would be more likely both to react first and to influence other group members’ opinions, provides a potential mechanism by which gossip might evolve from a more neutral to a more evaluative and critical form of conversation.
Another possible mechanism behind this process is that at this age gossip may take on some of the negative characteristics of tattling in younger children, since at younger ages negative tattling greatly outweighs positive or neutral comments about others, but overt tattling tends to become frowned upon as children reach adolescence. Goodwin (1990), one of the few people to have studied the transition between gossip and earlier forms of discourse about others’ behavior, showed observationally that 10–11-year-old black urban American girls went through a kind of transitional phase that she labelled the “he-said-she-said” confrontation. This behavior consisted of aggressively confronting a peer who had been heard, through a third party, to have said something unpleasant about the confronter. The initial part of this activity was therefore covert, like adult gossip, but was then made overt through the tattling of the gossip recipient and the confrontational actions of the gossip target. Emphasizing, perhaps, the implicit nature of the negative evaluation involved, Goodwin (2007) even found that evaluations of absent peers were reflected in patterns of body language as well as in speech. Unfortunately there has been little or no research on similar kinds of transitional verbal behavior in other contexts, even within North America (though see Burdelski and Morita [2017] for some related data from Japan), so it is hard to say how common they are.
Also worth mentioning in the context of preadolescents and adolescents is the large volume of data collected by aggression researchers on gossip in this age group. As Archer and Coyne (2005) have shown, negative gossip is one of the primary ways of operationalizing all three of the related constructs of indirect aggression (Lagerspetz et al., 1988), relational aggression (Crick and Grotpeter, 1995), and social aggression (Cairns et al., 1989). It is noticeable that in Archer and Coyne’s tabulation of the different yet similar ways in which these three forms of aggression are operationalized (Archer and Coyne, 2005, table 2), gossip is placed first in the list of type behaviors for all three forms during middle childhood and preadolescence, yet does not appear in the type behaviors for early childhood or adult forms. Since all these forms of aggression are typically defined in terms of an intent to damage someone’s reputation (for instance, Galen and Underwood [1997, 589] define social aggression as “directed toward damaging another's self-esteem, social status, or both”), there is a clear conceptual link in the literature between gossiping in preadolescence and reputational conflicts at the same age. The underlying evolutionary reason for this link may be a reorganization of social relationships at the start of adolescence, as mating opportunities become adaptively salient (Ingram 2014; Krebs 2005), leading to a new concern for teenagers about their reputation in their peers’ eyes.
Middle to Late Adolescence and Adulthood (13–19+ years)
As children pass through adolescence, norms against overt tattling become more explicit (Friman et al., 2004). Gossip concomitantly becomes subtler and more covert: negative evaluations often become cloaked in ambiguity, allowing what is sometimes known as “plausible deniability” if the gossiper is accused of making a negative evaluation in a “he-said-she-said” type of confrontation. (At the same time, the pragmatic intent may be made quite clear to the audience, through nuances such as context or tone of voice.) This change in the nature of gossip can be seen in the changing operationalization of indirect, relational and social aggression in aggression studies with adolescents and adults. In Archer and Coyne’s tabulation of the various type behaviors of these constructs at different ages (2005, table 2), the simple terms of “Gossip,” “Spread rumors,” and “Backbite” in pre-adolescent forms of aggression are replaced by more nuanced phrasings such as “Say something hurtful that appears rational when questioned,” and “Judge others’ work in an unjust manner” in the adult forms.
This change is likely to reflect a growing understanding of the negative reputational consequences (to the gossiper) of spreading explicitly negative gossip about others. While little work exists that directly tackles the full development of an adult understanding of reputation in the teenage years, this development may be associated with several concomitant developments that have been better studied: the growth of a sense of personal identity, linked to a clearer idea of the social role that the developing adolescent is likely to play in her/his community (Nurmi, 2004); the formal-operational understanding of hypothetical possibilities (Inhelder and Piaget, 1958), which would help in modelling the likely perceptions of one’s actions by different types of onlookers (cross-sex as well as same-sex, for example); and an increased sophistication in moral reasoning, based on the idea of indirectly reciprocal rights and obligations within a community (Kohlberg, 1976; Krebs, 2005). Added to these developments is a considerable expansion in what counts as counter-normative behavior that might affect an adolescent’s reputation (Steinberg, 2008), as they are granted more freedom to take risks by adults and start to experience new desires—leading to reputational effects of licentious sexual behavior (especially for girls; Bamberg, 2004), drinking and smoking (Engels et al., 2006), drug-taking (Carroll et al., 2003), and joyriding and other delinquent behavior (Carroll et al., 2009).
Summary of the Stage Model of Gossip and Reputation
It is clear from this examination of the ontogeny of gossip and reputation that children come into the world prepared to participate in both processes, but that the maturation of both is dependent on their experience of social (and in particular verbal) interactions with other individuals. Even before they can talk, infants are sensitive to social stimuli, show a tendency to approach or avoid social agents who act positively or negatively to others, and are also inclined to point their interaction partners toward relevant information. Between about 2 and 4 years, as young children become capable of grammatically structured verbal reports, these early tendencies are articulated into pragmatic phenomena such as normative protest and tattling (responses to social norm violations by others that are differentiated according to whether they are addressed to the perpetrator or to a third party, usually an authority figure who can be expected to punish the perpetrator). These linguistic practices do not seem to reflect a sophisticated concept of linguistically mediated reputation, so much as a kind of image score which is attached to individuals who behave in unwelcome ways and a drive to draw attention to their negative behavior.
A more abstract concept of reputation, as something which is understood differently by different people depending on their level of knowledge about another individual’s actions, has to wait until middle childhood, after the development of theory of mind and false-belief understanding. Even after this development, tattling continues (though it makes up a lower proportion of talk about others), but children start to understand something of the nature of gossip. Moving into preadolescence, between about 8 and 10 years, children begin to accuse each other of making negative reports to third parties—presumably influenced by their newfound awareness of the power of language to affect reputation. However, this does not seem to lead to substantial amounts of deliberately covert gossip until after 10 years of age. Finally, during adolescence—in line with a general reduction in all types of aggression—gossip becomes not only more covert but also more marked by ambiguity and thus less openly negative.
The model here proposed to account for this developmental picture is one in which there is a reciprocal interaction between gossip (and more generally, social interactions with peers that are mediated by language) and reputation awareness (more generally, a child’s socio-cognitive understanding of how their actions are perceived by others). These two processes feed back into each other as the child grows, and lead to the development of different stages of reputation at various ages. The proposed stages, and what leads to the developmental shifts between them, are outlined in Table 8.1.
Comp: Insert Table 8.1. near here
In addition to the rough correspondences between the different stages of gossip/reputation and Piaget’s classic stages of child development, the developmental progression described here has two other features in common with a Piagetian analysis: first, later stages of development are seen as constructed out of earlier stages—more complex ways of thinking are built on top of simpler ways; and second, the agent of change between successive stages is seen to be the dynamic between children’s increasingly sophisticated social cognition, and their increasingly complicated social interactions with others. More specifically, the covert, indirect behavior of adolescent and adult gossip is built on top of more direct forms of overt normative protest and tattling that are found in young children. Progression between the two types of linguistic behavior is influenced first by early interactions with peers in the preschool years, which leads to a developing understanding of the contents of other minds, which is then generalized into higher-order theory of mind and an abstract knowledge of how information is transmitted by language (as the child enters the concrete-operational stage). This complex social cognition is then reflected in a new propensity to accuse others of damaging one’s reputation, creating an inhibitory pressure against overt gossip and tattling (and eventually, for many people, even against negative gossip to some extent, except in carefully controlled circumstances).
As stated in the introduction, the underlying logic behind the existence of stages in the development of gossip and reputation may be a progressive lack of dependence on adult caregivers to meet one’s fitness needs and an increased interdependence with peers. This helps explain why one of the biggest transitions in the development of gossip and reputation—from overt tattling to covert gossip, and from identifying with an authority figure’s interests to identifying with a peer’s interests—takes place in preadolescence, as a child becomes physically capable of meeting all their own basic survival needs without adult support, and prepares for the new fitness challenges of achieving an advantageous position in a social network and finding a beneficent mate.
Conclusion and Future Directions
This account of the ontogeny of gossip and reputation is a necessarily sketchy one, especially given that little attention has been paid in the literature to the development of children’s explicit awareness of how reputation works. Therefore, several important potential research questions are raised that would help fill the gaps in our knowledge. First, despite the vast literature on theory of mind, there is a lack of a knowledge base on how theory of mind plays out in everyday social interactions. This is especially the case with higher-order theory of mind. Theoretically, children who understand better the contents of other minds, and that information can be passed between minds using language, should be able to model their own reputation better in other people’s minds, and thus behave better in order to reap the benefits of positive indirect reciprocity and avoid the consequences of negative indirect reciprocity. While the ages (between about 3 and 7 years) at which developments in first- and second-order belief understanding take place are certainly associated with general improvements in behavior, and various studies have shown negative cross-sectional associations between theory of mind and aggression, there is still little known about whether social cognitive breakthroughs at an individual level are associated longitudinally with an increase in cooperative behavior and a reduction in direct aggression, and nothing at all known about whether such an association might be mediated by an improved understanding of reputation and indirect reciprocity. Second, there is also very little known about the transitions from overt tattling to covert gossip and thence to cloaked, ambiguous gossip, during preadolescence and later adolescence. How do children come to realize that their words, not just their actions, can affect their reputations—and thus become more careful about to whom they spread gossip and how they phrase it? Why do audiences to negative gossip start to inhibit who they spread the information to—is it simply in order to avoid “he-said-she-said” types of confrontations? Or does this require an advanced level of moral reasoning based on the explicit upholding of communal norms (Kohlberg, 1976), which function to reduce intra-group conflict?
Finally, a number of important connections are suggested with other novel areas of research on gossip and reputation. A key question concerns the biological basis of the developmental changes highlighted in this chapter. It is tempting to link the timing of the shift to peer-network identification (and covert gossip) in pre-adolescence with the adrenarche—the change in hormonal balance that prepares children for adolescence—at roughly the same age. It remains to be demonstrated that hormonal changes cause the changes in behavior described here, but it is worth noting that one of the last brain areas to develop in young people, the prefrontal cortex, both starts to develop during preadolescence (apparently in response to the adrenarche; Blakemore et al., 2010) and is highly activated, relative to other areas, during gossip processing (Peng et al., 2015; Boero, this volume). It would certainly be worth investigating the brain areas that are activated in children of various ages as they think about their own and others’ reputation.
A second question concerns the effects of online social networks on children’s gossip and reputational awareness. This is likely to have two possibly contradictory effects: at first, young children are potentially exposed to many more interaction partners (via online games) than they would have been in the past, leading to an early pressure to develop theory-of-mind processing in order to understand the varying normative behaviors and reactions of all these different partners (for gossip and reputation in offline networks of adolescents, see Kisfalusi, Takács, and Pál, this volume). However, later on during preadolescence, when older children have normally had to learn to accommodate very different points of view in their own nascent social networks, the ability to join communities of like-minded individuals online might inhibit the pressure to engage in perspective-taking toward people with very different views and interests. With the growing popularity of online games and social networks among children and young people, both these possibilities are clearly worth investigating and have important potential applications in combating cyberbullying (see Ingram 2016), which is in many cases a technologically mediated form of negative gossip.
Finally, there is the question of how the ontogeny of gossip and reputation is reflected in our adult lives. According to both Piagetian theory and dual-process theories (Stanovich, et al., 2011), earlier stages of cognitive development are not completely replaced by later ones, but instead remain in some sense submerged under later ones and can still be activated in particular situations—for example, if an individual feels stressed, powerless, or highly emotional—due to the processing that they involve being cognitively “cheaper” to perform. Knowledge of how this works might be particularly useful to researchers on gossip and reputation formation in professional settings, allowing them to identify the conditions in which normal adult injunctions against explicitly negative gossip and even overt tattling can break down, poisoning social relations in the workplace (see Beersma, van Kleef, and M. Dijkstra, this volume, and also Ellwardt, this volume, on organizational networks). One hypothesis worth investigating is that if bosses treat employees more like collegial adults and less like dependent children, they may be less likely to spread negative information about each other or compete on reputational terms in the manner of preadolescents, which could well result in more harmonious working relationships. An understanding of gossip and reputation in childhood might thus be of importance not only for improving children’s lives, for example by reducing or defusing their conflicts, but also for understanding adult cognition and improving adults’ lives.
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[bookmark: Tab1]Table 8.1. Proposed stages in children’s development of gossip- and reputation-related behavior.
	Age in Years (and Piagetian Stage)
	Summary of Gossip/Reputation-Related Behavior
	What Causes This Behavior?

	0–2 (sensorimotor) 
	Sensitivity to social stimuli; differentiation of positive/negative behavior; attraction of audience to joint attention
	Largely instinctual; perhaps reinforced by reciprocal interactions with caregivers 

	2–4 (pre-operational: pre-conceptual)
	Protesting (either to perpetrator or to third party) about social norm violations
	Development of language; learning of social rules from adults

	4–6 (pre-operational: intuitive) 
	Peak age for tattling; development of representative theory of mind (including false-belief understanding)
	Exposure to more social contact with peers, including peers with different beliefs and normative behaviors

	6–8 (early concrete-operational)
	First understanding of nature of gossip and its effect on reputation
	Development of second-order theory of mind (essential for understanding how information flows between minds); experience with how tattling affects audience’s behavior?

	8–10 (mid concrete-operational)
	“He-said-she-said” confrontations; continued development in awareness of gossip and reputation
	Knowledge of how gossip affects reputation means children become more concerned about what other people are saying about them

	10–12 (late concrete-operational)
	Increase in covert gossip; tattling starts to become derogated, except in cases of serious harm
	He-said-she-said confrontations inhibit tendency to gossip openly; affiliation starts to shift toward peer group instead of adult authority figures

	12–14 (concrete-operational to formal-operational transition) 
	Peak age for negative gossip; tattling becomes almost universally proscribed, even in cases of quite serious harm
	Hormonal and brain changes and reorganization of social relationships leads to spike in conflict (including indirect aggression) and also drive to affiliate with peer social networks

	14+ (formal-operational)
	Negative gossip becomes increasingly covert and cloaked in ambiguity; positive gossip may also become more common
	Increased sophistication in thinking about hypothetical effects on reputation (formal-operational reasoning) leads to more care about what is said about others; understanding that benefits to social partners also benefit the self



