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Introduction

There is scarce literature on the development of children’s understanding of regret and relief. Only two tasks have been used: the stories
task*34, children heard stories about characters who made decisions that led to regret and relief and the games task?, participants
themselves played a game involving decisions that led to regret or relief.

Results suggested that by 7, children understand regret. The age at which relief develops has not been determined.

We compared the two tasks using three experiments to (1) investigate the lag between regret and relief, (2) determine the onset of relief
and (3) investigate the difference between children’s understanding of their own regret and relief and that of others.

The Tasks

The Stories Task
(Based on Guttentag & Ferrell, 2004)

The Games Task
(Based on Amsel et al., in prep.)

(1) Participants choose
between two boxes that
contained differing
quantities of stickers.

Two stories were read. In both, one protagonist made a decision
and the outcome was worse in contrast to the alternative. For the
other, the same negative outcome would have occurred whatever
the decision. E.G. The Broken Robot

(2) Rate their feelings

“Tom is allowed to choose between a robot and a car to play with about their chosen box

at break-time. Tom chooses the robot and it turns out to be
broken, so he gets upset. At the end of break-time, Tom sees the
carand it wasn't broken, so if he chose the car, he wouldn’t have
been upset. On another day, Andy is allowed to choose between
the robot and the car to play with at break-time. Andy chooses the
robot and it turns out to be broken, so he gets upset. At the end of
break-time, Andy sees the car and it was also broken, so he would
have been upset no matter which toy he chose”

(3) View the contents of the
non-chosen box

(4) Rate their feelings about
their first box once again.

Participants were asked to identify ‘who felt worse’ and give reason

5 x memory and comprehension questions for each story. 2 x regret trials (initial box contained 2 or 3; alternative box

contained 8)
2 x relief trials (initial box contained 2 or 3; alternative box
contained zero)

Experiment 2
In the stories, children may have struggled to comprehend the question but children’s performance on the games task using the
rating scale was good. In exp. 2, children were either asked the same test question from exp. 1 (decision condition) or were given a
new task of rating each character’s feelings on the scale (scale condition).

Scale Condition Comparison condition

n=70-age7-8 n=26 m=79; age 8-9, n=28, m= 8;13;

adult, n=16, m =19.3 years Age Number of Correct Responses Number of Correct Responses
! ! ' y o 1 2 o 1 2
Results: No difference between the two conditions Agey-8 6 5 ] 6 5 2
(Kolmogorov-Smirnov: D(n=53) = .347; > .999). Age8-g 7 4 3 9 - 3
No difference between age groups (K-S: D(n=53) = .477, p =.997). Total 13 2 5 15 6 5
Wording of the question cannot explain failure. Adult o 2 7 o 1 7
Experiment 3

Another difference between the stories and the games task is in whether the target of regret is oneself or another person. In exp. 3,
children either replicated the procedure of the games task from exp. 1 (self condition) or rated a toy penguin’s feelings after playing
the game (Arnold condition).

n=53-age5-6, n =28, m=5;6; age 6-7, n = 25, m = 6;9; adult, same as exp. 2
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Self condition: No significant difference
from zero on relief, replicating exp. 1.
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T = e e like adults to either regret or relief. Children’s
e performance on relief was so poor, they stated
A that Arnold was regretful when he should be
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2 . Significant difference between self and Arnold:

L NG| SR LA | B LiAee For both relief (464.095)=4.339; p< .001) and regret (#67) = -2.676; p=.009).
We found no evidence for children up to 7 being able to understand regret or
relief in others.
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* psignificant S0.0042 A psignificant < 014, but in opposing direction

We found no evidence for children up to 7 being able to understand regret or relief in others.

Experiment 1
n=106
age 5-6, n = 21, mean age = 5;7; age 6-7, N =19, m = 6;7; age 7-8, n = 19, m = 7;8; age 8-9, n= 23, m = 8;10; adult, n= 24, m = 20.4 years

Stories: No difference between stories (McNemar: n=22; k=8; p=.286)
Only 4 of 82 children chose correct protagonist in both stories.

Games: 5-6 year olds demonstrated regretas | .
__Age  Numberof Correct Responses  the jnjtial score subtracted from the second | e
o i 2 . . . < .

Age 56 - 3 B score differed frorrj zero. Relief was shown in i I:I. oy
Age 67 16 a N 7-8-year-olds = evidence of lag. i .
Age 7-8 14 & 1 z
Age 8- 5 8 o Comparison of two tasks: all child participants | * = ' .

Total 56 22 4 performed significantly better on games task

Adult N p = (Friedman: X2 (19) = 14.010, p =0.003).

Conclusions

We found that children demonstrated an understanding of their own regret from 5-years and their own relief from 7-years-old. We also
found that children up to 9-years failed to demonstrate this understanding for others.

The 5-7-year-olds failed to demonstrate an understanding of relief for themselves. Children may not spontaneously think about ‘what could
have been’ if the actual outcome was positives. If the alternative possible outcome was more salient, children may show an understanding
of relief.

In order to pass the Arnold condition in games task, children had to grasp the task for themselves and then infer that knowledge to
someone else. We hypothesized that this was too difficult for 5-year-olds perhaps due to increased information processing demands.

Future work includes investigating the youngest age that children can pass the self condition of the games task. The literature suggests no
younger than 5-years-old®.

No difference for adults.

* psignificant <.005
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